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Well, here we are approaching our twenty-fifth year in print. Rampike began in 1979 at the Ontario College of Art 
and Design. It grew rapidly by including some of the finest international artists and writers of the time. Soon it was 
distributed on five continents with a very strong readership across North America and Western Europe. We thank 
the Canada Council for the Arts for its fair-minded policies and consistent support during all of these years! For 
those new to this journal, our list of  published volumes is included the inside back cover of this issue (a stellar cast 
featuring established and emerging talent circumventing the globe). Many of the contributing artists and writers who 
began by publishing with us have gone on to garner national and international recognition and awards. Our 
commitment to forwarding the post-modern has remained steadfast from the inception of this publication. When we 
began, the material we published was considered avant-garde, provocative, at times, outrageous. Controversies were 
stirred, feathers ruffled. Soon, the furor subsided and others joined the wave. We watched with ironic amusement as 
the post-modern slipped into the main-stream and transformed from bête noire to de rigueur. This transformation 
was not entirely our doing, although we played a small part in it – it was more a wave we surfed, roaring salt spray 
of new perspectives filling our eyes and ears. For much of the ride, we led the way to new modes of considering 
writing, visual art, and performance. It was a delight and a challenge. That wave passed, but the next one is already 
in full foment, foaming with a lusty energy, already crashing into accepted conventions. But, if the past reveals 
anything, it is that innovation eventually becomes tradition. The editors at this journal have witnessed a slowly 
recurring oscillation, like the Asian yin/yang pattern, an on-going inversion of tradition and innovation, a pattern of 
enantiodromia, of things turning into their opposites. The post-modern ransacks the past, to make its statements. The 
irony of new expressions’ need to dig ever-deeper into an increasingly distant past is a condition of  our present 
culture. The future lies in the past, and the past, dear friends, is to be found in the future. Is this condition a Zen 
koan? Perhaps. Let’s crack the walnut, check the pattern. In this issue, we are delighted to present an interview with 
Alistair MacLeod who, though he was already recognized as an established writer of fiction, suddenly sprang to 
international celebrity with the publication of his remarkable novel, No Great Mischief. And, we honor the many 
works of Quebec playwright, director and innovator, Robert Lepage who has exploded onto the scene to become one 
of the greatest internationally acknowledged masters of performance. We include Frank Davey’s important essay on 
changes in the small press scene as it has been re-shaped by national and global economic developments ,and we 
offer a spectrum of visual, fictive and poetic works by artists who illustrate the pulsing oscillations of tradition and 






AN INTERVIEW WITH ALISTAIR MACLEOD  
by Shelagh Rogers 
 
We are delighted to present this interview with CBC’s Shelagh Rogers and the internationally acclaimed, prize 
winning novelist, Alistair MacLeod. This interview also appears in Alistair MacLeod: Essays On His Works 
edited by Irene Guilford (Guernica Editions, Writers Series, Toronto-Buffalo-Lancaster, U.K., 2001 – ISBN-1-
55071-137-7 -- $10. Canada, $8. U.S. – for more information contact: Antonio d’Alfonso or Joseph Pivato at 
P.O.B. 117, Station P, Toronto, Ontario Canada M5S 2S6). 
 
SR: 2000 has been a great year for you. You’ve won the 
Trillium Award, The Canadian Booksellers Association 
Award for Book of the Year. Closer to your Cape Breton 
home, there was the Thomas Raddall Prize for best novel 
by a writer from Nova Scotia and now, practically right 
in your own home, the Broad Cove Parish prize. What 
does it mean to you to be so honoured by your people, 
here? 
AM: Oh, it’s nice to be honoured by the people here.  
This is where I grew up. And as far as the annual Broad 
Cove Concert is concerned, I was there at the first one, 
forty-four years ago. And I’ve continued to work with 
Broad Cove concert to take tickets and to do things that 
people from other households do and it was very nice to 
be so honoured by them. This dispels the idea that you 
never profit in your hometown. I don’t know that most 
people around here would consider me a prophet, but 
they expressed their appreciation in a very loving way, I 
felt. 
SR: Part of the prize was a painting of your house, which 
I’m staring at right now. White wooden house on a green 
hill, blue sky. It’s a lovely tribute. 
AM: They gave me a painting of my house, yes. It’s very 
nice of them and I appreciate it a great deal. 
SR: You are from here, but you weren’t born here. It was 
North Battleford, Saskatchewan. And you came here 
when you were how old, ten or so? 
AM: Ten, yes. The house that we’re in is my great 
grandfather’s house. He’s the austere gentleman with the 
whiskers up there in that photo on the wall. He was born 
in 1838 and he built this house. And although I was not 
born in this house, this is the house that my father was 
born in and this is also the house that my grandfather was 
born in. They were born at a time prior to hospitals, so 
people were actually born in their own homes. So I am 
quite satisfied to be still here in my great grandfather’s 
house. 
SR: You grew up in a mining family. There’s a long 
lineage of miners. When was it that you knew you 
wanted to be a writer? 
AM: I always liked going to school and I always liked 
literature and I always liked to read and I always liked to 
write. And I was the kind of person who won the English 
prize in grade twelve, that type of thing. But I never 
thought of it as a career. And I suppose now the full 
realization of it as a career is coming at sixty-four years 
of age. So this is hardly a child prodigy to whom you are 
speaking. But I thought of it as the way somebody who 
can sing may think of their abilities, and say well, I can 
sing or I can catch a baseball but I don’t think that I will 
ever make my living at it. And I haven’t made my living 
at it. I made my living basically as a university professor. 
But I always liked to write and I think I began to take it 
seriously when I went to the United States. I went to the 
United States to study for a Ph.D. and one of the things 
that you do when you study for a Ph.D. in English is you 
read and you analyze stories and various kinds of 
literature. And as I was reading all of these stories and 
analyzing them, I began to think maybe I could write 
some of these stories instead of just analyzing other 
peoples’ stories all the time.  
 And I was six years in the United States. I was 
removed, I suppose, from this landscape. I had worked 
away, but I was always back and forth on weekends and 
so on, so it was as if I had never left here. But when I 
went to the United States I really left physically, if not 
emotionally or intellectually. And I began to think of this 
landscape in a kind of objective or in a kind of distant 
manner. And I became, I think, more thoughtful about it. 
It’s like living in a house with your parents and you just 
take them for granted. And then when you go away, or 
twenty years later, you say, oh, I didn’t realize how much 
work my mother did or I never realized a lot of these 
things when I was ten or twenty. But now that I’m thirty, 
I think of them in a different way. 
 So those two factors combined to make me 
begin to write my own work. The fact that I was absent 
from my native landscape, shall we call it, and the fact 
that I was analyzing literature and thinking about 
literature. And I went to the University of Notre Dame 
because there was quite a splendid creative writing 
teacher there at the time: a man named Frank O’Malley 
and he taught Edwin O’Connor who wrote The Last 
Hurrah. I was looking at all of these piles of applications 
that you get from various grad schools. I talked to 
different people and a lot of different people said this 
would be a good place for you to go rather than the 
University of Chicago or the University of Toronto or the 
University of Texas and so on. So I took their advice and 
I went there and it was a very good place, I thought, 
because it was interested in the creation of literature, in 
addition to the criticism of literature. So I think I was 
quite fortunate that happened to me, that I just didn’t sit 
in the carrel all day analyzing the works of other people. 
That would be my life had I not gone to a kind of 
creative, imaginative university. 
SR: Along the way, though, you did also work in the 
mines.  
AM: Yes, I went to university working in the mines. My 
father was a miner and my grandfather was a miner and 
nearly all of the people from this area were involved in 
mining of one kind or another and a lot of us still are. My 
brother-in-law is currently a miner in northern Manitoba. 
SR:  So it’s still in the family. You have also worked as a 
logger, right? 
AM: Yes, I worked in a logging camp. I worked at the 
North end of Vancouver Island. I was quite young and I 
was quite athletic at the time and it was not a very good 
job. They couldn’t keep anybody in this particular camp 
but I was so far from home I had to stay. And I ended up 
being promoted to second rigger-- the person who aligns 
the spire trees--because I was able to climb the hill and 
then climb the mountain and then climb the spire tree so I 
rose rapidly through the logging profession. 
SR:  Literally! What kept you working as a logger at that 
time? 




AM: It was mainly that no one else would stay to do this 
work. And I remember when I left (this happened several 
times, when I left the logging camp...) they said, “you’re 
making a big mistake MacLeod. You know you better 
stay here.” The spire trees could have been my life. So 
yes, I did that, all of that. I never minded, and when I 
worked in a mine, I never minded that. I think I was 
probably schooled in such a way as to be grateful to have 
these jobs. I was not of the society of complaint. So I 
never minded any of these jobs. 
SR: You say you were athletic at the time. This physical 
world of logging and fishing and mining has really 
permeated your stories. In “The Closing Down of 
Summer,” one of the characters talks about what he’d 
like to tell his wife and children about what he does about 
“the beauty of motion on the edge of violence,” I think, is 
how he puts it. 
AM: Well, one of the things about working in the mine 
or even working in the logging camps is that nobody sees 
what you do except your fellow workers. And the 
Scottish poet Andrew Greig once said something to me in 
reference to mountain climbers. He said, “Mountain 
climbers are athletes without fans.” They are way up 
there in the sky and nobody knows what they are doing 
except the other mountain climbers who happen to be 
with them and they are all sort of dependent on one the 
other lest they might fall. And nobody knows how good 
they are and they better not be bad or they will die up in 
the sky, up above the clouds. I think mining is somewhat 
the same.  Nobody knows what miners do except other 
miners and to be a successful miner you almost always 
have to be big because it’s big heavy work. There are 
small men that work in the mine the same way there are 
small men who play in the NFL or in the Canadian 
Football League but it is kind of a profession, let’s say, 
that depends on physical strength.  
 And in terms of the local area here, my father’s 
bones were calcified. He got lead poisoning in Virginia 
City, Nevada and he almost died. Another of his brothers 
who stayed here lost an eye in a mine and another one 
lost a hand, and a fourth one broke a leg. So all this is the 
idea that when you go out to work you may come back if 
not minus your life, minus your arm or minus your eye or 
minus your toes or something like that, this is something 
to think about. Because if you lose your eye, or you lose 
your hand, your life is then forever changed, especially if 
you are involved in physical work. It’s not like being an 
accountant or university professor or a radio announcer 
or a real-estate salesman or a lot of jobs where perhaps 
you don’t need your body for the fulfillment of your 
career. It’s interesting, because everybody has stress and 
everybody worries and all of the rest of it. But I think the 
cliché is that people who do physical work are not as 
smart as those who do sedentary things but I don’t think 
this is true. I think in that physical world that I just 
described, you worry a lot because, say, if I lose my foot 
today or if this rock comes down on my foot, or on my 
head, if I don’t lose my life, my life will be forever 
changed. And in the same way, those who depend upon 
me, their lives will be different if they have a crippled 
father. So I think it’s something to think about and to 
consider. 
SR: These are men who are articulate in a different way. 
AM: Yes, articulate in a different way. The image that I 
had in “The Closing Down of Summer” although it 
doesn’t appear at all in the story, was of Howard Cosel 
interviewing these great basketball players and they 
would do these ballet-like things. And then he would say 
to them that question that interviewers ask athletes, 
“What’s going through your mind, Tom, when you’re 
driving to the basket?” And then you would show a 
close-up of them doing this and they would look at 
themselves. They’d be kind of astounded at seeing 
themselves doing these things and they would say things 
like “I just shoot the ball,” because they weren’t 
comfortable. And I thought here is an almost completely 
physical man talking to an almost completely verbal man, 
and neither of them could do what the other can do. 
 But what I liked about that image was that if 
you do this on TV, you don’t have to talk about it 
because it’s like show and tell. If you can’t tell, I’ll say, 
well, I’ll show you how to slam-dunk the basketball. But 
for people in the mines or the mountain climbers or 
people like that, they are not on TV. And so they have to 
try to explain the nature of their lives to those whom they 
love. They have to fall back on words. And I think being 
fully articulate is probably a kind of acquired skill. And a 
lot of people down in the mine hardly ever talk because 
there is so much noise. They just make hand signals and 
they gesture when they want the heavy machinery closer 
to them or farther away from them. 
 So they live in a silence. And the other thing is, 
especially in hard rock mines, that a lot of them become 
deaf because of the hammering of the steel on the stone. 
And if you have ever been around deaf people, when they 
talk to each other, they understand one another. 
Sometimes they talk loudly and sometimes they 
understand one another through lip reading. They almost 
see the sound rather than hear it. It’s a kind of transfer of 
the senses. So all of those things were the kind of ideas 
that I thought were worthwhile exploring in “The Closing 
Down Of Summer” and in other stories as well. 
SR: There is so much at stake, that kind of enormous risk 
in this hard, physical world. How conscious of that are 
the men as they go off to work everyday? 
AM: Well, some are and some are not, I think. Again I 
make the analogy of people who play professional 
hockey for a living and people who play football. Big 
men who are two hundred and forty pounds, who are 
kind of on the edge of violence, are kind of graceful and 
beautiful. But it’s hard physical work and I think that 
within that group you find all kinds of very thoughtful 
people. And then you may find people who are not so 
thoughtful. I think like in all areas of work, some people 
think a lot about what they do everyday and think is this 
worthwhile or is this how I should spend my time. Or 
should I get out of this before I’m too old, or should I 
take a course in computer technology or whatever. I think 
people who go to work, regardless of their occupation, 
are quite thoughtful about it and other people just go and 
they’re too busy for thought or they don’t want to think 
about it or they are not inclined in that way. 
SR: Even though these men are working in teams, so 
often, as you say, they can’t hear each other. A fisherman 
might call to his buddy in the back of the boat and his 
voice will be lost in the wind. I guess there has to be great 
individual responsibility. 
AM: Yes, there’s a great deal of individual 
responsibility. But the other side of it, as you mentioned, 
is that they do work in teams. If you’re out in the boat 
and you don’t have somebody with you who can jump 
around and pull the anchor or do what he’s supposed to 
do at the right time, you are in trouble. So people are, I 




are forced to entrust their lives. I think this is why certain 
crews are careful. They would say well, I don’t 
necessarily want him because he’s clumsy or he’s hung 
over or he’s irresponsible or something like that. And I 
think the same is true in the fishing boats. That people 
who are in fishing boats around here, they know what 
they are doing. I mean, they have to know what they are 
doing. And very often they are uncles or nephews or 
fathers and sons or brothers which means that there is a 
relationship that exists outside of the boat that may exist 
within their homes or within their communities. 
SR: Is it lonely work? 
AM: No, I don’t think it’s lonely. I know when they 
closed the mines in Cape Breton here a lot of the men 
said that they missed the camaraderie because it’s an all 
male world. That’s probably not highly recommended 
but it’s a physical world and it’s an all male world in a lot 
of the old Celtic communities and the same was true 
here. If women went down in the mine or even went near 
it, it was considered bad luck. Which I guess is a step up 
from those stories from the Welsh mines where the 
women were down in harnesses pulling the boxes. But I 
think, in an all male situation, there is probably a lot of 
horsing around or a lot of camaraderie and so on. And it’s 
interesting that this, when the mines closed in Cape 
Breton, that this is what so many of the men say that they 
missed. 
SR: The hero in your novel No Great Mischief, though he 
works with drills and with picks, is not a miner. He is an 
orthodontist. Why did you decide to give him this 
profession? 
AM: Well, I wanted a modern man, a modern character. 
And a hundred years ago I don’t think there was such a 
thing as an orthodontist. I wanted a kind of very modern 
profession and I wanted my man to be rich. And I liked 
the idea of what the orthodontist does is improves teeth 
and jaw lines. And he makes people better on the outside 
but the people still may be rats on the inside. So it’s a 
cosmetic kind of profession and the world could get 
along, I think, without an orthodontist in it. Probably the 
world could not get along or quite so well without a 
dentist or without a doctor. But I thought it was the kind 
of profession that appeals to vanity and people are willing 
to pay for vanity.  
 So I see this man, who thinks it might be nice to 
be rich. And when he’s in medical school, in Halifax, his 
professor says if you want to get rich you better get out of 
here, because the Atlantic area is not an area in which 
people pay a lot of attention to their teeth. Nor do they in 
Quebec and so on. So you have to go wherever teeth are 
kind of a priority to people. So he says okay and he goes 
to Southern Ontario where a lot of people care about their 
teeth and will pay a lot of money. But not as much 
money as if he were to go to Texas, where there are more 
rich people who care even more about their teeth.  
 The other side of that, though, is that it is a 
profession that makes people feel better about themselves 
and gives them confidence and so on. And it’s also, as 
you mentioned, a kind of pick and drill operation where 
you wear latex gloves in the fulfilling of your destiny. So 
I thought it was a great profession to give my central 
character and personally allowed me to read a lot of 
magazines that dentists read. 
SR: I want to ask you about memory. There’s a point 
where Alexander, the orthodontist, is asked by his older 
brother Calum whether he remembers their parents. And 
he says he’s not sure how many of his memories are real 
and how many he’s made up from other people’s stories. 
What do you think memories are made of? 
AM: Well, I think in the novel what I liked about these 
people, about the twins, Alexander and Catherine, was 
that their parents die when they are so young that they 
never really know them. They don't remember them as 
real people. When you’re sixteen your father and mother 
are real people but if your parents are taken from you 
when you’re three, maybe you idolize them. Maybe you 
idealize them almost too much. You sort of say, “oh my 
mother would never make me clean my ears” or a lot of 
little things like that because you didn’t know them as 
people.  
 Between Calum and Alexander and his twin 
sister, there are thirteen years – a lot of time in a life of a 
child. Between thirty-three and forty-six, it may not be. 
When you are fully formed as an adult, that gap may not 
be so great. But if you are three and people are always 
saying to you “oh you should have known your mother, 
oh you should have known your father”, then you make 
them up in terms of what others have given to you in 
their conversations.  
 Calum, the older brother, remembers their father 
and remembers their mother. I think that in Calum’s 
memory of the parents, they’re like real people. He 
remembers his father’s skills or his mother’s interests and 
so on. But for these younger people, they don’t remember 
them at all. And this is why they are always looking at 
the photograph albums because that’s sort of all they 
have – pictures. Both the physical pictures that they look 
at in the album, or the pictures they recreate about 
themselves and about their parents are kind of imaginary. 
I have that theme all through the novel. You know the 
more serious grandfather, because he was born out 
wedlock... 
SR: He was a “come by chance”? Is that what it was 
called? 
AM: Yes, come by chance is a phrase they used to use. 
Well, because he never saw his own father, and didn’t 
have a picture of him, he looks at himself in the mirror 
and tries to recreate this absentee dead father by looking 
backwards. Rather than saying the children look like their 
parents, he’s trying to make the parent look like him. And 
I think this idea of understanding where you came from is 
a central one within the novel. And this is why Alexander 
then starts reading all of this Scottish history.  
 He starts out trying to understand where he 
came from physically himself. Then he goes backward or 
forward, backward or forward trying to understand where 
we all came from. And it becomes very murky, as all of 
these explorations do. It’s like modern day people who 
have been adopted trying to now look for their real 
biological parents and who knows what they may find 
there. They may be wonderful people or you may say oh, 
I wish I had never found them. They may not always be 
up to your ideals or what you would want them to be. 
They may just be people who may be connected to you 
by blood but may not be very much like you at all. 
 So, that was what I trying to do with the twins – 
trying to imagine their parents. And the grandfather 
trying to imagine his parents. And then fiddling around 
with Scottish history as it interacts with French history or 
British history. I think of the cheerful grandfather who 
just runs around saying all MacDonalds are good and 
they never make mistakes. You know, this is a simpler 
view of the world, which is great - right? But the other 
grandfather is always saying, “oh, I don’t think we’re that 
great”or “you should look at this.” He says, “I don’t want 




to hear that.” It’s like the story of the king of the herring. 
It’s such a great story, this herring that’s leading all the 
other herring towards us so we could eat them. The other 
side says, “well, he’s really betraying his herring 
followers” and he says, “oh I don’t want to think of that.” 
There are some issues that are solved much more simply 
and others that you will never find answers to them, 
perhaps. 
SR: About remembrance and imagining the past, do you 
think you can remember past events that never happened 
to you? Can you remember events that you’ve never seen 
or experienced? 
AM: I think you can. But the thing is, can you remember 
them accurately. If you say this is the way I choose to 
remember things, or this is the way I choose to view 
things, this is very prevalent in the modern world. If you 
say well here is land and you talk to Israeli people about 
this land and you talk to Palestinian people about this 
land and you talk to ethnic Albanians and you talk to 
Serbians and you say now this is our land, and they say 
no, no. This is our land. I think these issues are just part 
of the human condition wherever people are at odds and 
are very, very certain in their beliefs.  
 I wrote the novel with the idea of exploring 
belief because I think it’s very interesting. You say how 
can you people on this side of the fence believe this and 
the people on the other side believe totally the opposite? 
The answer is it’s easy because we’re who we are and 
they’re who they are, so why don’t you all shake hands? 
Well, it’s not so easy because in the modern world in the 
novel people are carrying history within them and they 
are not at all instant people who just say history began at 
my birth and that’s all there is to it. Because to a lot of 
people that’s not all there is to it at all. And I was 
interested in the idea that once you know things, you 
can’t forget them until Alzheimer's strikes or something 
like that. 
SR: You can’t not know or unknow what you know. You 
mentioned Israel and that makes me think about a place 
where ancient language is being preserved as the 
language of the state. I was just reading an article as we 
were driving here about lost languages. There’s an 
American linguist who thinks that about three thousand 
languages will vanish in the next century. 
AM: Yeah, there are some other statistics that say there is 
one language lost every day or something. I read 
somewhere or somebody told me that eighty percent of 
the messages on the Internet are in English which is 
interesting. I guess why I’m talking about the Internet, 
about which I know very little, is that fact that it 
represents progress. And it’s very, very hard to stand in 
the way of progress. And I think for the Gaelic-speaking 
people, English was the language of progress. In order to 
be progressive, in order to get a job; you have to learn the 
majority language, especially if you go to work for other 
people. You could work on a fishing boat and you could 
work maybe in a mine. You could work in the woods as 
long as you worked by yourself. But if you were a 
unilingual Gaelic speaker today and you went to Halifax 
or you went to Toronto, goodness help you. You would 
be lucky to get a job scrubbing floors. You wouldn’t be 
able to speak your native language.  
 So this is the tension. I think this is the tension 
in Quebec. How can we preserve our language and our 
culture and our beliefs and so on while still being part of 
the year 2000. I mean, you can’t say “but we’re never 
going to go to the Internet, we’re not going to become 
computer literate" because then you will be left behind. 
But I think the issue there, and it’s the issue with people 
who are interested in language, is how can you retain the 
language while living in a dominant culture which does 
not use your language? It would be nice. It is quite 
amazing to go to Europe and see people who speak four 
languages, like in Switzerland, where everybody speaks 
four languages and gets along fine. But in Britain and in 
North America and in Australia and wherever English is 
spoken it seems to be a big unilingual community. 
 I’m interested when I go abroad and encounter 
people from Norway or people from Finland, reasonably 
small countries, who say to me you are very lucky that 
you write in English because you have this big audience 
who can read you without effort. If you are a writer in 
Finland or maybe even in a bigger country like Italy, to 
get whatever you wish to say out to the larger world, you 
have to be translated and translation is expensive and it’s 
long. And maybe they won’t translate it in such a way 
that what you are saying is really what they’re receiving.  
 Now in terms of wars, I think that it’s easier to 
kill people if they speak a language that is different than 
yours. Then they’re more “the other” as we say. And we 
don’t know what they’re saying and so they become, I 
wouldn’t say less human than you are, but different. And 
I think this is what is interesting about the American 
Revolution or the American Civil War, that people spoke 
the same language. And, you know, you don’t want to 
kill your relative. They would think about that, whereas if 
you’re speaking Gaelic or Irish, which is the same 
language, referred to as the Irish tongue, they were very 
often said to be speaking gibberish because the English 
would not understand them. I think, say, in the 
conquering of North America, who knows what was in 
the Cree heart or the Apache heart because they spoke 
another kind of language.  
SR: I guess it made General Wolfe’s job easier on the 
Plains of Abraham to send the Highlanders, who not only 
spoke Gaelic but sometimes spoke French as well, out 
onto the field as fodder. 
AM: I think that General Wolfe had these people and he 
was uncomfortable with them because they would speak 
languages that he couldn’t speak. And he had fought 
against them and I think when you fight against people 
and then suddenly they’re fighting with you, you’re not 
sure what animosities exist. I think that I have sympathy 
for General Wolfe. I think that he was a good General 
and he was given a job. And he was given certain people 
with whom to do this job, and I think that he felt more 
uncomfortable with some than he did with others. I think 
he was given a job and maybe he didn’t like them and 
maybe they didn’t like him. Maybe some of them did and 
some of them didn’t but I think it’s probably more 
complicated than it might appear at first.  
 After the novel was out, a Francophone scholar 
gave me a note that he found from Montcalm. And 
Montcalm was saying if only we could get these fellows, 
the Highlanders, on our side. I think by that time a lot of 
the Highlanders had become sort of mercenary. They 
would fight on one side or they might fight on the other 
side. I’m interested in that idea. Maybe a lot of them were 
fighting with their heart and maybe they weren’t either. 
They were kind of conscripted, some of them. 
 Then afterwards I think it’s, again, maybe like 
professional athletes who really like playing for the 
Montreal Canadiens and then they get traded to the 




playing for them so much but I’ll play, I get paid. So your 
heart may not always be in your work and you still may 
be able to do your work very well. But for other people 
their heart or their love really is in what they’re doing. 
Maybe just to look at people you can’t say well your 
heart’s in your work and I don’t think yours is. I think it’s 
interesting.  
SR: I have a picture in my mind that comes from your 
writing about the American Revolution where Gaelic 
speakers fought on both sides. And that they would sing 
to each other at night and try and call each other over to 
their side through song. Is that true? 
AM: Yes, that’s very interesting because they were again 
known as sort of mercenary and some of them became 
Americans. In the Carolinas, those areas are full of 
Highlanders today, lots of MacDonalds and lots of other 
people as well. Their songs are interesting because they 
were singing to the people who were fighting on the 
British side. The future is here and you were treated 
badly by the British anyway and why don’t you come 
over and start a new life in America this is really going 
to work. 
 The other people were singing songs of no it’s 
not going to work, come over on the side of King George 
or whatever, and all will be forgiven and you can go back 
to the Highlands and you will get a strip of land. It’s kind 
of like Tokyo Rose. They were singing to one another but 
the English-speaking people again who were the 
equivalent of General Wolfe would not know what they 
were saying. They were singing back and forth, singing 
across these valleys at night, singing Gaelic songs and 
there are some of them in fact who expressed these 
sentiments on both sides. 
SR: There’s a line that you quote in your novel from 
Margaret Lawrence’s The Diviners where Morag talks 
about lost languages lurking inside the ventricles of the 
heart. And Catherine, who is Alexander’s twin, talks 
about Gaelic as a subterranean river running deep inside 
her. How true is that for you? 
AM: It doesn’t run very deeply in me because I’m not 
fluent enough in the language. But I think of the 
characters as fluent in the language. I’m not a fluent 
Gaelic speaker. I understand some words. My wife, on 
the other hand, is a fluent Gaelic speaker. She can write 
it, read it and sing it. She grew up in a house two miles 
from the house you are sitting in now and I think that the 
difference is that in her house there were people who 
were unilingual Gaelic speakers longer than there were 
perhaps unilingual Gaelic speakers in this house. And I 
think in this community there are houses where there are 
lots of Gaelic speakers and then their next door 
neighbours with the same name, let’s say the ubiquitous 
MacDonalds, who have lost the language.  
 In my wife's family, because she’s the oldest in 
her family and they had a grandmother who was basically 
a Gaelic speaker and her friends were Gaelic speakers, 
there would be a lot of people who were speaking Gaelic 
at the time. And as a child you would just pick up 
whatever is around you. After the grandmother died, and 
there’s considerable age difference between my wife and 
her youngest brother, the youngest brother has practically 
no Gaelic at all but everybody in the house thinks he has 
because he’s from that house. But he missed it. That’s 
how fast it happens within one family. What I find 
interesting about the language is, I think your first 
language is the language of your heart, the language of 
your feelings. And then if you learn languages for your 
work, I don’t think you learn emotional languages. 
 My grandparents who lived into their nineties 
both began as Gaelic speakers. And then my grandfather, 
who had to find work in a mine or something, he became 
an English speaker and then when he became old he 
reverted back to being a Gaelic speaker. My 
grandmother, because she didn’t work out of the home, 
was more of a Gaelic speaker but I think the kind of 
English my Grandfather and men of his generation would 
have learned, they would learn words like pick, ax, 
shovel. But I don’t think they would ever be able to say I 
love you in English because it would be too foreign. So I 
would say when they were in bed at night they would 
speak in Gaelic and then when he would go to work he 
would say pass me the pick," or whatever, in English.  
I’m interested in that kind of idea because I think that for 
people like that, they were a Gaelic-speaking people 'til 
they were thirty and then they were English-speaking 
people until they were sixty and then they were Gaelic-
speaking people again from sixty to ninety. 
SR: Why do you think that is?  
AM: I think they would be comfortable with it. You see, 
I think the language grafted onto them would be the 
language of utility or work. 
SR: Alistair, there’s a character I want you to talk about 
from one of your short stories. He’s twenty-six and he 
knows he’s going to die of cancer and he recalls more 
and more of the past as he has less and less of a future. 
AM: Yes, this is from the story “The Road to Rankin's 
Point.” If you go to the doctor and the doctor says you 
have six months to live then what will you do? As that 
character says, well, I’ll do anything. If somebody said all 
these magic potions or somebody said go and stand under 
a certain tree for four days, or eat the leaves of the such 
and such – all of those are Highland remedies, he would 
do it because he wants to stay alive. But if that doesn’t 
work, he has this death sentence and it’s not like someone 
getting hit by a truck when we go out. He knows it’s 
coming and then his idea is what will I do now because 
he has no future. He has four months of a future or six 
months. So then, given the kind of person he is, he goes 
back into the past because he has more past than he has a 
future. 
 And in those little scenes that I have there, he 
goes to visit the grandmother because he thinks, 
mistakenly, that the older the people are, the more they 
must know about death. In young persons’ terminology, 
old people die and young people live. But that doesn’t 
work either because the Grandmother is full of life and 
when he says well, I’m going to die at twenty-six, she 
says don’t be so silly. Nobody dies at twenty-six, but he 
is going to die. And this is his reality although it’s not 
anybody else’s reality until the final scene of the story.  
SR: A lot of your characters fall under the care of their 
grandparents or aunts and uncles but mostly 
grandparents. What is it that grandparents can give the 
child of their children? 
AM: Well I think they can give them wisdom and 
experience because they’ve lived longer than the 
grandchildren or the children who are the current parents. 
And I think they may have values, they may have beliefs 
that are, I wouldn’t say under attack, but maybe 
questioned in the year 2000 and very often those values 
might be good. The other thing that’s interesting about  
grandparents is that they probably have more time than a 
lot of people. They have time to talk and they have time 
to interact with children. Whereas a lot of modern people 
are so busy running around, they perhaps don’t have 
time. I think that if you have grandparents, it’s a great gift 




because it allows you to see another way of life. And it 
allows you to have somebody else who loves you and 
cares about you who can show you certain things. 
Whether you accept all of these things or not, at least they 
are shown to you.  
SR: In No Great Mischief there is an article in a 
magazine in an orthodontist’s office, about the rearing of 
the modern child, an article that is really a warning about 
grandparents. 
AM: Well, yes. Those articles exist, as you know. 
They’re out there and they say this is what grandparents 
represent or what they don’t represent – they don’t love 
their grandchildren as much as they love their own 
children and so on. But all of this is questionable in the 
novel in terms of what the orthodontist knows about his 
own life.  
SR: And he and his twin sister were raised by his 
grandparents. 
AM: See, there is lots of information out there that 
clashes with a personal reality. It’s like all red haired 
people have blue eyes. They don’t. 
SR: Or bad tempers. 
AM: Or bad tempers. This is a cliché that follows people 
around. All Irishmen are drunk all of the time. Scotsmen 
are penny pinchers. All of these little national anvils that 
are hung on any ethnic groups’ neck that are not 
necessarily true. 
SR: Right. Bad or good, they’re sayings. What about the 
grandmother’s sayings in No Great Mischief? She has a 
number of them. Rules to live by, including "always look 
after your own blood." That’s the big artery, I guess, that 
runs through the novel – about family loyalty. 
AM: The way I see her is she is a woman who really 
knows how to lead a life. It may not be the only way to 
lead a life. She is not impressed that this educated 
grandchild becomes an orthodontist, because it’s too 
strange for her to understand. And then the 
granddaughter becomes an actress. She says to her “why 
don’t you just be yourself?” This is the kind of dismissal 
of the acting profession that I wouldn’t recommend, but 
she just sees things in very practical terms. A penny 
saved is a penny earned and I think that these maxims 
worked out just fine for her. If she says being an actress 
is a silly profession, well, in that area she’s just wrong. 
You know, a lot of her statements don’t apply to 
everybody. Grandma always used to say “you’ll get used 
to anything except a nail in your shoe” and Calum, the 
older brother says well maybe this is a nail in my shoe 
but I’m not forgetting. I’m not getting used to this at all. 
Well, and maybe you won’t. But I do like her. She’s so 
certain. She really knows how to live a life and she lives 
to be over a hundred and she follows her rules. The issue 
may be a lot of things that your grandparents do for you 
and a lot of the advice they give you is very good. But 
still in the year 1980 or something, maybe her view of the 
world is not the only view that is to be followed or to be 
respected. “Always look after your own blood.” She says 
“if I didn’t believe that where would you two be?” This 
means, I think, she really has a grip upon those children. 
She says if I didn’t believe that, you could have been sent 
to an orphanage or something like that. Not that they 
would ever do that to people in that time I don’t think. 
"Always look after your own blood" is a maxim that is 
almost a threat. Calum does not feel this as deeply 
because he wasn’t raised by the person with what borders 
upon a strong religious belief.  
SR: A code. 
AM: A code, but when Alexander says he says we have 
to do this, we have to look after our cousin, because 
Grandma says this, Calum says, okay you’re doing it for 
Grandma. I’m doing it for you. And then, of course, this 
structure of the novel becomes again not as simple as 
"always look after your own blood." It becomes more 
complicated than they probably thought it was. 
SR: There’s a great scene where the grandmother's 
husband has had too much to drink and he topples 
spectacularly out of his chair and onto the floor. And she 
makes him into the reverse of a snow angel and puts 
Christmas decorations on him. And it’s just such a 
beautiful scene. 
AM: Well, I like both of those people, that set of 
grandparents because I think they are very happy, and 
with each other and everything. And I think that they 
probably contrast the other Grandfather who is much 
more thoughtful. This doesn’t mean that if you’re happy, 
you’re not thoughtful. And she does say about her 
husband, that he’s smarter than some people think. Some 
people think that just because you’re running around 
drinking beer or singing songs all of the time, that this is 
an indication of superficiality or something of that nature. 
But he’s not a bit superficial. He’s just a happy man and 
the other grandfather is a more thoughtful man.  So, if 
you want somebody to sing songs, go to this grandfather. 
If you want someone to fill out your income tax, go to the 
other one. And of course the cheerful grandfather thinks 
of the other grandfather as a kind of a stick in the mud, 
although he is his best friend. And the other grandfather 
thinks of the grandpa figure as someone who spends 
hours playing cards and drinking beer and his view is that 
man should be doing something more worthwhile than 
just spending his time singing songs or whatever. The 
other grandfather knows the songs as well but he’s more 
scholarly or interested in being clean or whatever his 
interests are. I think they’re a nice contrast because they 
are related and they have the same name and they come 
from the same genetic background. They’re not at all the 
same though. All MacDonalds are not the same. 
SR: There’s a nice thought in the novel about Robert 
Stanfield, the former Tory leader that relates to that. He 
may not be the kind of man you want to drink with or 
have at a party but he’s still a good man. 
AM: You could be a good person and not be a party 
person, and you could be a good person and be a party 
person but again all people are not the same. Like saying 
all Highlanders are the same or all MacDonalds are the 
same. That’s like thinking of people as kind of clichés. 
SR: The awfulness of over simplification.  
AM: The awfulness of over simplification.  
SR: Saying thank-you for your short stories and the novel 
is an awful over simplification. But I thank you and 
thank-you for this conversation in your Cape Breton 
home. 


































































Photo: Sophie Grenier, from Robert Lepage’s Zulu Time 
 




ROBERT  LEPAGE AND HIS WORK-IN-PROGRESS 
by Pia Kleber 
 
Here, University of Toronto’s Dr. Pia Kleber, specialist in Drama and Performance, offers an enlightening 
assessment of Robert Lepage’s performative works as an ever-evolving process. In November of 2001, Dr. Kleber 
presented a version of this talk at the Toronto Harbourfront “World Leaders”  Festival of Creative Genius.
 
In 1992, the BBC assembled a portrait of Robert 
Lepage, entitled “Who is this nobody from Quebec?”. 
Nine years later, in 2001, Robert Lepage presented his 
one-man-show “The Far Side of The Moon” at the 
National’s Lyttelton Theatre in London and was hailed 
by critics as “one of the most extraordinary of all 
contemporary artists”.1 This characterisation confirms 
the result of a world-wide survey, undertaken by 
Habourfront Centre to identify the most influential, 
living director of the 20th century. From all corners of 
the world, the overwhelming response was: our own 
Robert Lepage. Thus, on Nov. 22nd, 2001, Robert 
Lepage was celebrated at Habourfront as one of  the” 
World Leaders” in the” Festival of Creative Genius.” 
This gentle actor, playwright, film- and theatre 
director from Quebec is a true world leader. His works 
are performed on five continents; he has made himself 
at home on the stages of Ingmar Bergman’s Royal 
Dramatic Theatre in Stockholm, the Tokyo Globe 
Theatre, the Paris Opera, The Royal National Theatre 
of Great Britain, the Bayrisches Staatsschauspiel in 
Munich; his film Le Confessional opened the 
“Directors’ Fortnight” at the 1995 Cannes Film 
Festival. 
Robert Lepage above all, understands that a 
younger generation, brought up on television, movies 
and rock videos, listen to stories visually, and follows 
narrative by means of lightning-quick shifts of 
perception from image to image, metaphor to symbol. 
His magic creations, which have changed theatre 
forever, in a manner comparable to the paradigm-shifts 
in cultural perception of Marshal McLuhan and 
Northrop Frye, present us with just such another major 
shift in how we relate to the world around us, and to 
the arts which that world fosters. This ability to 
respond to the expectation of the present sensitivity 
pushed Robert Lepage to become interested in mass 
spectacles and he seized  the opportunity to collaborate  
with Peter Gabriel, for whom he created and realized  
the “Secret World Tour” in 1993. 
Robert creates  mises en scène which leave far 
behind the notion of two-dimensional painting, and 
which compares more accurately to the works of 
contemporary installation artists. Normally one talks 
about the director’s work, but not with Robert Lepage. 
His genre is a work-in-progress. He needs to go beyond 
fixed boundaries, explore new territories, territories 
which are for ever changing, moving like Tectonic 
Plates, an image which he used so brilliantly in one of 
his shows by the same name. At this production , the 
physical parting and coming together of continental 
plates was symbolized by a pair of grand pianos, 
separated by a deep trough of water, which can 
suddenly be drawn together to form a seamless surface, 
like the apparently smooth integration of cultures over 
a deeply submerged chasm. 
His 2nd one-man show, Needles and Opium, 
for instance, which he wrote, directed, and performed 
in 1991, featured an unprecedented number of rear-
screen projections, computer-generated graphics, and  
 
                                                          
1 Michael Convey in the Daily Mail. July 11, 2001. 
 
carnivalesque acrobatics. Through these devices 
Lepage tells the story of a love-stricken young  
Quebecois actor, stranded in a Paris hotel room. He 
juxtaposes this account with those of Jean Cocteau and 
Miles Davis, who were crossing the Atlantic in 
opposite directions at approximately the same time in 
1949, both of them high on drugs. Addiction to opium, 
heroin, or love, and coincidence link these three stories. 
[n.b.: Provocative images from this performance 
include, a) Cocteau reading his Lettre aux Americains  
while in mid flight,  b)  Robert in his Parisian hotel 
room,  c) Computer-generated graphics with Miles 
Davis,  d) Images of addiction, ed.] The set allows 
Robert Lepage to be suspended in mid air for most of 
the production, against an elasticized backdrop that 
also doubles as a trampoline, creating a visual 
metaphor for flight, fall, and cultural dislocation. 
Robert Lepage always plays all characters in 
his one-man shows. His third solo piece, is called 
Elsinore, after the castle in which Hamlet, Prince of 
Denmark, speaks his famous soliloquies. The idea of a 
single actor playing all the roles in the family 
originated from the incestuous nature of the 
relationships between the characters. The word incest 
is not used merely in the strictest sense, Lepage 
explains. “It also refers to the extreme closeness of the 
characters, who are defined by their relationship to one 
another.” 2 Inspired by the musicality of Shakespeare’s 
writing, he worked “with a machine that recognises 
different types of pronounced syllables and that 
associates a particular musical sound with each other.” 
3  The manipulation of the actor’s voice and body 
through visual tricks allowed different perspectives of 
Hamlet to be presented. Huge projection screens and 
video cameras serve often as mirrors. The characters of 
Rosencrantz and Guildenstern, for instance, are 
replaced with two surveillance cameras. As Robert 
Lepage explains in an interview, the cameras “are 
located at the two extremities of the stage and focused 
on the actor. The cameras help to highlight the role of 
both these characters as spies, as well as the whole 
recurring motif of espionage and surveillance. So not 
only does the audience see the actor live but from two 
other points of view, which change, depending on 
whether the actor distances himself from or approaches 
Rosencrantz or Guildenstern”. 4  The remarkable 
synthesis of dazzling theatre technology and cinematic 
conventions creates an intensely personal and whole 
revelatory take on the drama. 
His last one-man show to date, The Far Side 
of the Moon, best illustrates Lepage’s mastery, 
connecting different stories and weaving them together 
with a most sophisticated technology. The play tells the 
story of two brothers, both portrayed by Lepage 
himself, one successful and vain, the other 
unconventional and eccentric – André, a self-satisfied,  
                                                          
2 Robert Lepage: Connecting Flights. Robert Lepage in 
conversation with Rémy Charest. Toronto. Alfred A. 
Knopf Canada. 1998. p.168 
3 Ibid. p. 170 










Photo by Claudel Huot -- set for Tectonic Plates 
 
 
Photo by Sophie Grenier from Far Side of the Moon




uncultured television weatherman, and Philippe, who is 
six years older, more sensitive and less worldly. Their 
mother has just died – as Philippe finds out later, she 
has committed suicide – and they have to come to 
terms with her death. 
Simultaneously, in the imaginative universe 
which surrounds the brothers, Lepage constructs the 
meditation on the space race of the 1950s and 60s 
between the United States and the Soviet Union. This 
voyage-to-the-moon subject is connected to the story of 
the relationship between the brothers by a project 
Philippe has undertaken: he is making a video of his 
life for a contest sponsored by SETI (Search for Extra-
Terrestrial Intelligence). His childhood memories are 
laced with images of Sputniks, rocket technology, 
fearless astronauts, the poetry of space. 
Lepage’s trademark multimedia effects 
illuminate the play’s themes without ever 
overpowering the seeming simplicity of the mise en 
scène. He portrays, for instance, the lure of space 
exploration by feeding his own body through a glowing 
porthole of a coin-operated washing machine, which 
transforms into a space capsule. A behind-the-wall 
camera projects the inside of a washing machine onto a 
screen for the audience. The circular hole in the back 
wall also becomes a CAT scan and a fishbowl. And an 
ironing board serves as exercise equipment, motor 
scooter or stretcher. Puppets are done up as astronauts 
and make brief appearances as dream figures. In one 
instance, Lepage, dressed as his mother, teaches one of 
the puppets his first steps. Then there is a hotel lounge, 
empty except for Philippe, whose loneliness and 
isolation are underscored by the vast stage-length 
mirrored tabletop that serves as the bar at which he sits 
smoking.   
The common denominator of all four solo- 
shows is Lepage’s quest for identity, and they are 
rooted in personal life experiences. In an interview 
conducted by Rémy Charest Lepage confessed to their 
autobiographical nature: "The death of my father in 
1992 also renewed my longstanding interest in Hamlet. 
I found myself in a certain way, haunted by the ghost 
of my own father, and I was called to question my 
relationship with my mother, my brother, heredity, and 
so on. My one-man shows often deal with the loss of a 
loved one –the suicide of a friend in Vinci, the loss of a 
lover in Needles and Opium. So the idea of dealing 
with the death of a father here seemed to fit into a 
recurring pattern."5  The Far side of the Moon could be 
seen as a love poem to his mother who died shortly 
before the creation of the show. 
Being the sole creator of all the characters 
portrayed on stage prevents Lepage from identifying 
with only one persona represented and gives him the 
opportunity to reveal parts of his complex identity in 
each of the other figures. “Identity is approached by the 
incorporation of similarities and differences,” argues 
James Bunzli convincingly in his book on Lepage.6 
This fragmentation is helped by his use of multimedia 
technology.  According to Josette Feral, media 
technology and objects “can multiply the performer or 
reduce him to infinity; they can cut him up into pieces 
or reassemble him according to plans known only to 
                                                          
5 Joseph I. Donohoe Jr. and Jane M. Koustas (eds.) 
Theater sans Frontières. Essays on the Dramatic 
Universe of Robert Lepage. Michigan: Michigan State 
University Press, 2000. p. 169 
6 Ibid. p. 35 
the imagination”.7 In Lepage’s solo shows, all elements 
of performance create this kind of fragmentation and 
reconstruction. 
Search for cultural identity and its representation 
is also an underlying theme of Lepage’s multi-lingual, 
multicultural collaborative works. The cross-cultural 
saga, The Dragons’ Trilogy, Lepage’s first monumental 
epic, follows the lives of two French- Canadian girls who 
have been profoundly influenced by the presence of the 
Chinese community, over a span of 75 years. It 
developed from a 90-minute show, to a three hour 
version, to finally a six-hour journey, anchored in three 
different cities, all having Chinatowns: Quebec City 
(1910-1935), Toronto during the war (1940-55), and 
Vancouver in the present, which was 1985. This 
evolution of the piece exemplifies Lepage’s working 
methods. Never completely satisfied, always in search for 
something else, he uses a process which systematically 
questions every step of his production and which  defies 
the traditional way of producing a play. He calls work-in-
progress. The script is no longer the trigger for the 
production, the setting down of the text is the final task in 
the long creative process -- in the case of The Dragons’ 
Trilogy after touring the show for five years throughout 
the world.  
The Trilogy tried to revive the marks left by 
history on about 30 people; it traces a physical and 
symbolic road and at the same time, a cultural journey. 
In an interview, which I conducted with him in Toronto 
on Oct.3rd 1998, Lepage stressed that The Trilogy was 
not a show about the Chinese, nor about Chinatown or 
China; that was the pretext, the background. The 
purpose was to deal with Quebec itself. He went on to 
say: ”That was for us a big revolution in doing what we 
were doing, using Chinatown to talk about two young 
women from Quebec.” 
One of the actors, Marie Gignac, explained 
how the background of Chinatown helped her to find 
her starting point for the show. She wanted to explore 
the  I Ching, the Chinese system of fortune- telling. So 
she asked the I Ching what was going to happen to the 
show. The I Ching’s response was positive and 
provided her with an image of a water well.8 So they 
decided to dig into the sand covering the playing space. 
“The image became an element in the show”, added 
Lepage, “digging into ourselves, revealing ourselves. 
The earth also has roots: things growing in it, like hair. 
It is never really hairless. And that’s why one of the 
character is a barber. You will never know what will 
happen when you let an image run its course.”9  
Lepage believes in the childlike fun of playing 
and interacting while creating a play. “Then you bring 
the piece to the audience and it has to be a playground 
for them. At the beginning, for instance,” he recounted 
during my interview, “there are two little girls who are 
playing with boxes and they invent a story, but they are 
part of the story they invent. And suddenly they invent 
a character, a British guy who comes and sells shoes, 
and the guy really appears on stage. So, they are telling 
a story, or are they  the story? There are many 
unanswered questions. This is the difference between 
theatre and film. In film you always have to answer 
every problem. In theatre you can create worlds that 
are not coherent, worlds where not all things are tied 
together.”10 
 
                                                          
7 Feral, “Performance”, p.89 
8 Alberto Manguel in Saturday Night, 1989, p.37 






As in all his other shows, the Trilogy 
playground Lepage prepared for the audience was 
touched by his legendary magic of unexpected 
transformation of simple objects. Take the shoes, for 
instance. At the end of the second hour, shoes of all 
sizes line the stage to conjure up an image of a 1940s 
shoe store. "Earlier, the shoe boxes have been a girl’s 
toy village and Quebec City’s Chinatown, and the 
babies’ bootees were all the audience saw of a baby 
being born to a shoe salesman’s wife. A loving couple 
– a girl and her soldier boyfriend – skate around the 
stage to the sound of the “Skater’s Waltz”. As the 
music grows, the soldier, now joined by other 
uniformed men, marches across the sand, trampling the 
shoes. The salesman rushes about, vainly trying to 
rearrange them into pairs, but the soldiers kick them 
back into the sand. The salesman gives up: the 
destruction is complete. The happy image of a shoe 
store has become as shocking as the photograph of 
children’s shoes piled outside the Auschwitz oven."11 
For Michael Coveney, reviewing The Trilogy 
in the Observer, Lepage’s work “forges links between 
cultures and contacts between people”. Himself the 
product of many overlapping cultures, Lepage 
integrates all the cutting-edge developments in theatre 
technology with the ancient art of story-telling. The 
proof – if one is still needed—is there in another vast 
epic The Seven Streams of the River Ota, in which a 
series of tableaux reveals the life of Jana Capak, a 
Czech-Jewish photographer, decade-hopping between 
Germany in the 1940s, France in the 1950s, and 
America in the 70s, creating a partial history of the 
twentieth century that unites cultures of Japan and 
North America. It began as a three-hour exploration 
and ended as a seven-hour journey to seven different 
times and places. 
Because of time constraint I will only show 
you one of the many stunning sequences of The Seven 
Streams , but I have to explain briefly the inter-
relationship of the people. Before arriving in 
Hiroshima after the war, Jana, having survived 
Theresienstadt, goes  first to New York, where she is 
taught by a gay photographer, Jeffrey. Jeffrey is the son 
of an American G.I., assigned to take photos of 
Hiroshima after the war, and a Japanese woman 
disfigured by the bombing. He is residing in the same 
building as Ada, the daughter of a woman who 
committed suicide in the concentration camp, after 
having befriended Jana there. 
The image of Jana, taking a photo of Pierre in 
a kimono becomes the younger Jana photographing 
Ada’s mother, which finally transforms into Jeffrey’s 
father, the original photographer, taking a photo of 
Jeffrey’s mother, the original owner of the kimono, 
before returning full circle. As Vit Wagner wrote: 
”Everything about this transformational sequence –
from its conception to its execution to its emotional 
impact – is simply breathtaking.”12 
Despite the phenomenal pace with which 
Robert Lepage catapulted to international fame –with 
the 1992 A Midsummer Night’s Dream at the Royal 
National Theatre in London -- such major operatic 
productions as  Bluebeard’s Castle and Erwartung for 
the Canadian Opera Company, or his films from Le 
Confessionnal to Possible Worlds, he has not lost his 
curiosity, his truthfulness in his search for personal 
exploration or cultural identity. His always surprising 
                                                          
11 Alberto Manguel in Saturday Night. Jan. 1998. p. 34 
12 Vit Wagner in The Toronto Star, Nov. 5, 1995 
 
works-in-progress provoke reflection in his audience 
instead of providing answers. He is a true creative 
genius, whose oeuvre can rightfully be called an ever-




Photo image (cropped) by Claudel Haut from Lepage’s 
Needles and Opium  
                                                                                                 






Graphic Image “Interference Fringes”  




GLOBAL CAPITALISM  by Frank Davey 
 This paper was presented as the Fall 2001 Koerner Lecture, Capilano College, North Vancouver, B.C., 20 October, 2001 
 
My topic, little magazines and global capitalism, with the 
nation state squeezed somewhere between – may seem an 
unlikely pairing. Little magazines aren’t very often market 
oriented whereas globalization has been primarily about 
expanding markets, lowering labour costs, evading 
national regulation, and maximizing profit. Little 
magazines rarely try to maximize profit – they seek to 
minimize loss. They often have no labour costs because 
their labour is volunteer – unless they happen to be 
publishing here in Ontario in one of those rare periods 
when the Ontario Arts Council insists that its grants cover, 
and be used for, a fair wage for magazine managers.  
Little magazines usually emphasize – at least accidentally 
– the specificity of the local, whereas globalization has 
been primarily a process of the homogenizing of culture, 
either as a condition for the economies of scale required 
for increased profit (as in clothing, soft drink, and fast 
food), or as a consequence of profitability, as in the media 
convergences that have seen film and book production and 
distribution increasingly dominated by a handful of 
American, German, and British multinational 
corporations. 
 Global capitalism hasn’t therefore directly 
affected literary magazines, although – as I’ll suggest later 
– it has had large indirect effects on them. But it has 
directly affected fiction, one of the genres little magazines 
publish. The novel, after the television script and film 
script, has become the most commodified of 
contemporary literary genres. Unlike the film or tv script, 
the novel is packaged as a single-author work (arguably it 
is not), and so its authors have themselves become the 
most commodified literary producers – brand-names that 
can sell texts in numbers of multinational markets. And 
which can perhaps even sell little magazines either to 
readers or to grant-deciding jurors. Commercially-
sponsored literary prizes like the Booker and the Giller 
have developed as part of the business of manufacturing 
these brand names.   
 Moreover, globalization has modified the overall 
literary field in which little magazines operate. It has 
converted this overall field  from a set of national and 
international fields into a mixed one in which a global 
field exists concurrently with, and mixes with, various 
national and international fields. This can be seen most 
clearly in terms of literary institutions. Arts funding 
institutions are national, or contained within the national 
as provincial. Educational institutions are similarly 
national and provincial. Literary canons are mostly 
national. Bookselling and book distribution are national, 
although in Canada that situation has been maintained, as 
in the airline industry, only through federal legislation. It 
is also arguable that the business practices in both 
industries have become multinational or global, even 
though ownership has not. Poetry tends to be both 
national and international (where by ‘international’ I mean 
that there are exchanges of practices rather than the 
convergences and homogenizations of practices that 
characterize the global.). Book-publishing is mostly 
global. English-language magazine distribution to libraries 
is largely global, with the Dutch company Swets 
Blackwell, the British company Rowecom, and the 
American one Ebsco now handling the majority of the 
world’s library subscriptions. The language of literary 
criticism and theory is international. The fiction best-seller 
list is increasingly global, with not only those of the US., 
Britain, and Canada rapidly converging into a single list 
(and saving money for the publishers by requiring fewer 
authors) but with those of non-English-language 
countries, like Italy or Sweden, converging into it. This 
‘global’ is far from the ‘global’ of McLuhan’s “global 
village,” with its millions of small producers suddenly 
juxtaposed by technology and newly able to exchange. 
This is the ‘global’ of the global supercity, or the global 
superstore.  So much for my preamble. Now on to Global 
Capitalism and the Nation-State. 
*** 
For the past few decades nine Western European nations, 
including France and Germany, have had laws which 
require all bookstores to sell books at or near the 
publisher’s list price. Such laws protect small specialized 
bookstores from having their prices undercut by discount 
practices of chain bookstores and ‘big box’ retailers, and 
indirectly protects small national publishers from unfair 
competition with the marketers of international bestsellers 
in translation. They also indirectly help preserve the 
cultural diversity offered by small bookstores. While these 
various national laws have survived the creation of the 
Common Market, and more narrowly survived the 
negotiating of the Maastricht Treaty, they have not been 
combined and extended into European Community 
legislation. This gap at the European level parallels 
similar gaps in social policy — there has been a general 
timidity about setting community-wide norms on things 
like environmental protection, women’s rights, minimum 
wages, medical care, education, or pensions, much like 
there was stiff resistance to including such issues in the 
North American Free Trade Agreement. 
 I offer the example of the fixed book price to 
illustrate how narrow and one-dimensional  constructions 
of globalization have been so far. Globalization has been 
conceived almost entirely in terms of economic relations 
and economic policy, and has only been enacted in areas 
of social and cultural policy when global disaster has 
seemed imminent — as in the various conferences and 
agreements on nuclear proliferation, the law of the sea, 
global warming, landmines, and the Antarctic. These, 
moreover, have all been ad hoc negotiations, and have 
been uncoordinated with international financial 
architecture. As far as I know, there has been no 
significant attempt to extend cultural policy from the 
national to the continental or global levels since the 
copyright agreements at the beginning of the last century.  
 Historically, nation-states have been the sites 
where commercial, social, and cultural processes have 
received public regulation — where business competition 
has been ensured, where taxation and subsidy policies 
have been deployed to shape economic and social 
opportunities, where monopolies have been regulated, 
labour, employment, and environmental standards set, 
civil, criminal, and constitutional law provisions 
legislated, and cultural policy — through taxation policy, 
arts councils, museums and various other public 
institutions — has been made. It is perhaps useful here to 
separate the nation-state as an institution that defines and 
protects various public goods — goods that would need to 
be defined and protected whether or not there were nation-
states — from nationalism, a set of attitudes through 
which nation-state policies have often been expressed. To 
defend the nation-state and its successes is neither to be a 
nationalist or to defend nationalism. Health insurance, for 
example, or state pension plans, can be creations of 
nation-states, without being expressions of nationalism. 
Given the current narrow understanding of the global, to 
defend the nation-state may be the only way presently to 
defend civil society, political representation, and social 
intervention.  
 For there is currently no other institution that 
provides the overall set of structures, protections, services, 
and guarantees to individuals and communities that the 
nation-state provides, although various supra-national 
institutions, like the UN, or the European Community, 
have been established to provide a small selection of 
them. Only a few such para-national institutions have 
been established to extend the kinds of protections and 




services nation-states have historically provided into non-
national or multinational space — ad hoc agreements such 
as the ones I mentioned above, on the law of the sea, on 
the Antarctic, on global warming, or on the production of 
land mines, for example, have created some regulation in 
areas in which individual nations are unable effectively to 
legislate. 
 But many more agreements have been 
established to diminish or harmonize the regulation of 
nation-states, and – in the name of free markets – to limit 
the ability of national law to influence the flow of capital 
or to create advantages for specific communities within 
their own economies. Many of these have been done in a 
perceived framework of trade-offs –  in the belief that 
surrendering the rights to regulate specific sectors of the 
nation-state will result in greater trade, greater economic 
activity, and more prosperity for individual citizens. Some 
of the motives for creating these institutions have thus 
been, to a limited extent, idealistic. But most have been 
fatalistic – based on the belief (one is reminded here of the 
motto of Star Trek’s Borg) that a narrowly economic 
globalization is inevitable, resistance is futile, and a small 
nation-state like Canada will be left out, become an 
economic backwater, unless it agrees to assimilate.  
 The most visible harmonizing institutions have 
been the European Community, the North American Free 
Trade Agreement, the World Trade Organization, and the 
International Monetary Fund. One result of these has been 
to increase the number of areas in which nation-states are 
unable effectively to legislate – as the recent WTO 
decision on Canadian commercial magazine subsidies 
indicates, or the current quandary of the Canadian federal 
government on bulk water-exports, which if ever allowed 
to begin would likely be protected from further federal 
regulation by NAFTA. Similar limitations on the 
legislative power of Canadian nation-state could occur in 
the areas of privately operated hospitals, or of privately 
operated universities.  
 What is notable about these newer global 
institutions is that their emphasis falls mostly on only one 
of the traditional goods of the nation-state – economic 
prosperity. They have little to say about environmental 
law, cultural vitality, labour law, social justice, minimum 
wages, health benefits, pensions – except to attempt to 
redefine these as economic rather than as social or cultural 
fields. That is, they are – for the moment, anyway –  
ideological institutions, founded on the belief that the 
economic rights and freedoms of individuals should 
extend to corporations, and that such economic rights and 
freedoms have a higher value than the environment, the 
equitable distribution of income, cultural variety, health 
and pension provisions, regional development, etc. They 
diminish the ability of the nation state to act in these areas 
but do not themselves take on responsibility for them. If 
globalization is to have ethical as well as economic power, 
what there will need to be in this new international 
financial architecture is an architecture that replicates on a 
larger scale the finest achievements of the nation state –  
limited working hours, guaranteed health care, appropriate 
pensions, decent and affordable housing, safe public 
transportation, environmental protection, access to 
education and creativity –  in short an architecture that 
attempts to achieve what Pierre Bourdieu has called “an 
economics of happiness” as well as an economics of 
profit. As Bourdieu argues, the social peace to be 
achieved by “an economics of happiness” is “as an 
important a goal as stable exchange rates” and a probably 
a precondition for the most productive economy (Acts, 
67).   
 By enlarging the fields of economic activity into 
multi-national areas in the cases of the European 
Community and NAFTA, and into global ones in the case 
of the World Trade Organization, the new paranational 
institution encourages the creation of larger commercial 
enterprises capable of operating in several parts of the 
world simultaneously. The last decade has seen various 
international mergers in the petrochemical, 
pharmaceutical, and automobile sectors, that have resulted 
in larger and few companies, and greater disparity 
between large and small producers – a disparity about 
which Canada’s banking sector has been especially 
nervous. Once culturally specific small-market motor cars 
like Jaguar and Opel have become the products of large 
multinational companies, with Jaguar now built by Ford 
on the same drive-train as the Lincoln.  
 In the fields of literary and cultural production, a 
similar process has been underway – with arguably more 
cultural consequences than has the limiting of the choice 
of motor cars. Mergers in the publishing industry have 
created larger and fewer book publishers. In France, two 
large companies, CEP Communications and Hachette, 
produce 60% of all French titles. Recent mergers and 
acquisitions in English-language publishing have left 
fewer than ten multinational companies producing 80% of 
U.S. books sold. While it is difficult to follow chains of 
corporate ownership to establish which of these 
companies produce literary titles, it now seems that six or 
seven multinational companies, including Bertelsmann, 
Simon & Schuster, Harper-Collins, and Penguin-Putnam, 
control in excess of 80% of English-language literary 
publishing world-wide. The six largest media companies 
in the world – Vivendi, AOL Time-Warner, Disney, 
Bertelsmann, Viacom, and New Corp – own at least 139 
of the world major publishers (“Ultra-Concentrated 
Media,”New Internationalist 333, April 2001; “Who 
Owns What,’ Columbia Journalism Review).    
 These changes in ownership reduce the number 
of publishers available for authors to submit manuscripts 
to (Random House, Knopf, Doubleday, Dell, Ballentine, 
and Bantam, for example, are all now owned by 
Bertelsmann), as well as reducing the competition among 
them. They also contribute to a convergence of various 
national book markets, where the overlaps continue to 
increase between the British, American, Canadian and 
other English-language bestseller lists, and where in non-
English-language markets translated US and British 
bestsellers create a further level of replication. While 
some Canadians may feel proud that a novel by Margaret 
Atwood, Michael Ondaatje, or Rohinton Mistry has been 
nominated in Britain for a Booker Prize, or is appearing 
on British or US bestseller lists, they should perhaps also 
feel concerned by the reduction of literary variety this 
convergence of bookselling represents. How many 
bestsellers do the various national bestseller lists need? If 
the various international English-language book markets 
do converge, how many authors will be needed to supply 
it? – quite possibly less than a quarter of the number 
required when these were separate markets. This 
convergence, with its accompanying cultural mass 
production, is repeated in television and film, to the 
extreme distress of once productive national film 
industries like the French and Italian. (And here of course 
most Canadians know of how trade considerations, and 
fear of economic reprisals from the US, has historically 
prevented Canadian governments from passing legislation 
that would guarantee to Canadian filmmakers access to 
the screens of Canadian movie theatres.) 
 An even more significant consolidation has been 
taking place in bookstores and book distribution, with the 
Indigo-Chapters chain that combined Classics and 
Smithbooks dominating Canadian bookselling and Barnes 
and Noble expanding through merger and acquisition in 
the US. In Canada this often means that Indigo-Chapters 
is the invisible acquisitions editor behind Canadian titles: 
unless Chapters agrees to sell several thousand copies of a 
title, many of the larger Canadian publishers will not put 
that title into print. Effectively, what this situation creates 
for writers and publishers is a restraint of trade. The only 
countries which have been able to prevent large 




control of what books can commercially be published are 
those like the nine in Western Europe that have legislated 
a fixed book price. This issue of bookstore ownership, is 
every bit as important a one as the ownership of cinemas 
to the Canadian film industry – if one chain can control 
whether or not a book can be commercially marketed, 
they effectively control what can be commercially 
published. When Sweden abandoned its fixed book price 
legislation, bookshops in rural areas and small cities 
vanished, replaced by newspaper shops and department 
stores that sold mainly bestselling books in translation by 
American authors. Swedish publishers in turn increased 
the proportion of American titles in translation on their 
lists and reduced that of Swedish-authored works. Sylvia 
Soderland relates that on her visit to Sweden this summer 
all of the books on the Swedish best-seller list were 
translations of U.S. bestsellers. A similar shift in 
publishers’ lists has occurred in Italy, where the larger 
publishers now publish mostly translated bestsellers and 
Italian authors now publish with smaller regional 
publishers with limited distribution (Friesel). National 
cultural production in both cases has been effectively 
marginalized.  We should note that this marginalization 
does not require the presence of multinational companies 
within the nation. Fear of globalization can cause the 
nation-state to permit unwise concentrations of ownership 
in order to create global-sized companies that can compete 
in a globalizing marketplace – such thinking was behind 
the formation of big-box book retailers in Canada like 
Chapters, or behind the  proposed Canadian bank mergers 
of 1999, and the creation of the present Air Canada. In 
Sweden the concentration of ownership of book retailing, 
and the consequent Americanizing of reading tastes,  has 
occurred largely through national investors who have 
chosen to undertake the discount marketing of 
multinational culture.  
 Toronto theatrical production offers a similar 
example of how disparities of scale can distort cultural 
production. In the 1980s and 90s the production of large-
scale imported spectaculars like Cats, Phantom of the 
Opera, and Les Miserables dominated the scene. The 
effect was smaller audiences for the smaller theatres, 
which responded with fewer, arguably less adventurous, 
or sometimes less expensive productions. The one-person 
show, which could be produced inexpensively in a supper-
club rather than requiring a formal theatre, became for the 
first time an important part of Toronto alternate theatre.  
 The above disparities of scale are in Canada 
rapidly becoming primarily ones between global 
commercial cultural producers and subsidized, essentially 
not-for-profit producers, with many of the latter being 
regional or local — a disparity between Bertelsmann and 
Talonbooks, or  between Sony and any number of 
Canadian film producers. These disparities not only 
represent inequalities in cash-flow and capitalization, but 
also produce additional ones, as the profitable global 
companies acquire smaller companies, or expand into 
related cultural areas, and enlarge even more their market 
shares. More important, they create a general literary 
market designed for the large producer, a market that 
operates on a scale that often excludes the market 
participation, even locally, of small presses or little 
magazines. While in film and theatrical production these 
disparities may create employment — they do not appear 
to in publishing — this employment tends to be created at 
the lower levels of production and is often, particularly in 
film, where production tends to keep moving to lower-
cost sites, unstable. (In this regard they duplicate for 
cultural workers the precariousness of employment 
globalization has brought to workers in manufacturing, 
where most work is now done under the threat that the 
worker’s job could be exported to a country with lower 
wages and fewer benefits.) Bourdieu calls such a practice 
“social dumping.” In film, theatre, and book and magazine 
publishing, we could call the practice cultural dumping, 
where a producer manufacturers the cultural artifact in a 
low-cost country, covers its costs and earns its profits in a 
mass-market like the US, and dumps its excess 
production, at little extra cost, into small markets like 
Canada’s.  
 In publishing, such disparities of scale would 
appear in Canada to be on the verge of duplicating what 
has happened in Sweden and Italy, where the originating 
authorial and editorial creativity behind most books easily 
available in bookstores is located elsewhere, usually in the 
US, and where national authorial and editorial creativity is 
confined to the small and regional presses. Here jobs are 
not merely exported, but converged into offices that can 
produce global books like the auto industry produces 
world cars. Even where multinational production creates 
indigenous global stars – like John Candy, Celine Dion, or 
Michael Ondaatje – this does not compensate for the loss 
of national cultural infrastructure and creative opportunity 
that occurs if these stars are being created in cultural 
production that is managed elsewhere.  
 In a national cultural field, there is a fairly 
continuous production of new commercially consecrated 
artists, artworks, and art institutions, as what was once 
experimental and avant-garde both becomes displaced by 
new avant-garde work and becomes itself popular, 
readable, and collectible (Bourdieu, Rules). In Canada 
we’ve seen this process take the Group of Seven from 
fringe art galleries to bank calendars, Margaret Atwood 
from a Hawkshead Press chapbook to McClelland and 
Stewart, and McClelland and Stewart itself from a small 
commercial publisher to Canadian Literature’s major 
press.1 The disparities of scale I’ve outlined above, 
however, now block this process –  small Canadian 
publishers can never achieve the capitalization and market 
share or market participation to grow into medium-size 
publishers, let alone into large ones. For a Canadian small 
press, growth in the shadow of globalized publishing 
usually means growth toward financial difficulty, where 
the publisher can either sell out, like Cormorant and 
Anansi did in this decade, or go out of business like the 
former incarnation of Coach House.    
  *** 
 But how does all this affect little magazines? 
 About a year ago the Canadian Magazines 
Publishers Association, which distributes my small arts 
journal Open Letter to bookstores, informed me that 
unless I printed a barcode on the cover of each issue they 
would no longer be able to distribute it. At the same time, 
they asked me to increase the number of copies I shipped 
them from 120 to 350. When I asked why they needed 
barcodes, I was told that it was the Chapters bookstore 
chain that both required the barcodes and had ordered the 
extra 230 copies, and that for the CMPA’s own 
efficiencies, they needed the Chapters order. I added the 
barcodes to the cover, increased the press-run, shipped the 
extra copies. Over the next few issues sales did not appear 
to increase – that is, the amount of money I received from 
the CMPA remained about the same. What did change 
was the CMPA’s reporting – rather than reporting the 
sales of each individual issue, they began reporting only 
unspecified sales. Moreover the number of returned copies 
did not increase. What appears to have been happening 
was that Chapters was neither reporting nor reconciling 
sales promptly with the CMPA, and so in turn the CMPA 
could no long close its books on each issue successively. 
If the CMPA found this arrangement awkward, as I 
certainly did, they – like other distributors – had little 
leverage on Chapters to insist on faster reporting and 
payment. Moreover, because I was printing more copies 
per issue, and shipping more of them to the CMPA, but 
not increasing sales, the cost to me of each bookstore sale 
was sharply rising – from roughly $3.50 (precisely what 
the CMPA pays me for per copy) to about $10.80, making 
each sale three-times more subsidized than if I had given 
the copy away.  
 It’s worth pausing here to identify some of the 
characters in the above story. The CMPA is the successor 




to the CPPA, the Canadian Periodicals Publishing 
Association, one of a number of nationalist organizations 
founded in Toronto in the 1970s to represent the presumed 
interests Canadian writers and publishers. Some of the 
others of are the ACP, the Association of Canadian 
Publishers, the Writers Union, the League of Canadian 
Poets, and PWAC, the Periodical Writers Association. 
Like the ACP, the CMPA numbers among its members 
some fairly large commercial enterprises, so large, for 
example, that it currently defines ‘small magazines’ as 
those with less than $1,000,000 gross annual receipts. 
Nationalism can evidently still be profitable to someone. 
The CMPA represents its members primarily to the 
nation-state, the federal government. It does so in terms of 
such things as market share, Canadian content, visibility 
on newsstands, tax allowances for magazine advertising, 
and postal rates, but always under the ideological 
assumption that Canadian-produced magazines – 
produced by no matter who in Canada – are preferable to 
ones produced elsewhere. The code words in this 
nationalist argument have often been the familiar “telling 
our own story,” words proposed so loudly and so often 
that they have become a predictable item in Heritage 
Minister Sheila Copps’s rhetoric. What this story is, and 
who tells it, or to whom the pronoun ‘our’ refers to, is 
usually not asked.   
 Chapters is the national chain bookstore that was 
created by the merging of Coles and W.H. Smith some 
years ago, that was challenged by Heather Reisman’s 
Indigo chain, and has now been taken over by Indigo to 
form the only significant chain in Canada, Chapters-
Indigo. The business concept behind these chains is the 
‘big box’ – the concept also behind chains like Business 
Depot, Home Depot, Future Shop, Wal-mart, and Costco. 
In most markets, U.S. big box chains have displaced 
Canadian ones – Home Depot in hardware, Office Depot 
in business supplies, Wal-mart in low-end department 
stores, and currently Best Buy appears to be taking over 
Canadian owned Future Shop. But because of federal 
cultural policy, it has not happened in bookselling.  
 Industry analysts have been unable to construct a 
coherent story of the financial problems of Chapters, the 
problems which led it to be unable to pay publishers or 
distributors promptly for books sold, to order more books 
than it could sell, and to be taken over by Indigo. Nor 
have they had much insight into the finances of privately 
held Indigo. I don’t pretend to be able to here. It does 
seem fairly obvious, however, that Chapters’ business 
practices were both predatory and self-damaging – that 
they have tended to sell books not only below the prices 
of other bookstores but below the prices that would cover 
their cost of doing business. In international trade such 
practices are again called dumping. It seems also that, 
instead of instituting tight inventory control, they abused 
their dominant position in the market to bully publishers 
into printing and supplying more books than they could 
sell (as they have indirectly done to my Open Letter), 
knowing that they could enjoy the flexibility of 
oversupply and then return even large quantities without 
penalty.  
 The expansion of Chapters saw numerous 
smaller bookstores unable to compete in either price or 
selection, and like the independent neighbourhood 
hardware store, go out of business. As Chapters 
dominance grew, its proportion of the CMPA-distributed 
copies of Open Letter grew – from around 30% ten years 
ago to around 95% today – one of the reasons why the 
CMPA has no leverage on its business policies. 
 To the CMPA barcodes seemed a trivial matter – 
a one-time only $60 expense for a quarterly journal, or 
$135 for Open Letter with its idiosyncratic base-nine 
numbering system. “Why wouldn’t you want to have 
barcodes on your journal,” the CMPA’s distribution 
manager asked. “Because they’re a sign of cultural 
commodification” was not a effective answer. Nor was 
“because they symbolize inefficient subsidized big-box 
bookstores,” or “because they’re ugly,” or “because they 
contradict the ideological positions of the journal.” Nor  
“because they’re a sign of the global homogenization.” 
For to the CMPA a little magazine is now a commodity, 
twenty-first century Canadian bookstores are purveyors of 
commodities, and if you want your magazine in a 
bookstore you’d better have a barcode on it. 
  *** 
Some forty years ago I took mimeographed copies of a 
slightly different magazine directly to a bookstore – this 
was Duthies, one of the Vancouver booksellers whose 
business has now been severely reduced by competition 
from big box book retailing. The now dead and then 
locally-famous Binky, who managed the downstairs 
paperback section at the Robson Street store (the only 
Duthies store in 1961), had a small problem with Tish. 
This wasn’t that it lacked a barcode, which hadn’t then 
been invented. It was a more serious complication –  it 
had no price. So he and I invented the price of 25 cents, 
and agreed that Duthies would get a 40% discount. I left 
10 copies and the next month dropped by with ten of the 
new issue. He solemnly gave me $1.50 for the sales of 
first issue. I don’t remember whether he took the coins 
from his till or his pocket. We repeated this ritual 19 
times. About ten years later I learned, from the young 
woman I was now married to, and who had been a teen-
age customer of Duthies in the early 1960s, that he had 
given most of the copies away.  
 In attempting to theorize actions or policies 
similar to Binky’s with Tish, commentators on 
globalization have made much of how the national has 
become squeezed between the poles of local and global, 
and how in this process the local may become valorized 
over the national – ‘glocalization’ as some creative people 
have described it. That is, as multinational enterprises 
expand their economies of scale and crush local or 
national enterprises, their rush to homogenization opens 
up new ‘niche’ opportunities for small local entrepreneurs 
to serve. Or the multinationals themselves may make 
small modifications to their products or services to both 
flatter and attract a local niche market, much as 
multinational publishers like HarperCollins publish a 
Canadian list, and Time magazine publishes a Canadian 
edition. Indigo-Chapters will stock 250 copies of Open 
Letter (statistically fewer than 3 copies per store) – 
provided that it is equipped with a barcode, and provided 
that my de facto ‘loan’ of these copies to the chain is not 
expected to do much more than provide intellectual decor. 
 Here it’s probably useful to slow down and 
define a few terms, specifically as they apply to little 
magazines. Local is probably a magazine whose 
contributors are all from a small geographic area, most 
likely a city, or a district of a city, and who in most cases 
know each other personally. Example: Toronto’s Queen 
Street Quarterly. Most of its copies are distributed within 
this geographic area. It offers local news about current 
writing. Regional is a literary magazine whose 
contributors from a large geographic area – the Canadian 
prairies offer quite a few examples, like Dandelion, 
Prairie Fire, Prairie Journal, or NeWest Review. 
National, in Canada probably means a national 
constituency, the way Tessera has represented a particular 
Canadian strand of women’s writing. International 
magazines are usually associated with a restricted national 
or local constituency, but juxtapose the writing of that 
constituency with that of writers of similar conviction, but 
of different resources and circumstances, in other 
countries – Open Letter is probably international, as is 
West Coast Line, and – most certainly – Karl Jirgen’s 
Rampike. International little magazines seek exchange 
through juxtaposition. Global is a little magazine (and of 
course most of these are not very ‘little’) which imagines 
a world literature and a world community of writers. 




Granta in London, or Salmagundi in New York, and to 
project the culture of that centre onto the world. The only 
Canadian example I can think of is perhaps only a 
wannabee global magazine – Toronto’s Brick, and is 
perhaps more colonial than global, since the global 
literary culture it attempts to represent has its base, like 
many of its feature contributors, in New York or London, 
and in the multi-national publishing empires of 
Bertelsman, Pearson-Penguin, Time-Warner, etc. The 
Malahat Review under Robin Skelton’s editorship had 
similar characteristics.  
 Canadian little magazines can only with 
difficulty participate in the global. They can use some of 
its communications innovations – e-mail, fax, web-sites to 
construct an international network of contributors and 
readers  – much like Tish adapted the business technology 
of the mimeograph machine and offset press, or like the 
image-exchange movement of the 1970s and 80s adapted 
the photocopier and the fax machine. They can receive 
text and graphics files by e-mail as easily from artists five 
thousand miles away as from ones down the street – an 
enormous change for little magazines that seek 
international exchange and collaboration. They can have 
their copies cheaply and accurately printed at the now 
globally ubiquitous ‘copy shop’. Because global 
economics now requires ‘surface mail’ to be sent by air, 
they can have copies of their issues arrive quickly 
internationally at a cost that is little more than that of 
mailing copies domestically. Potentially, globalization can 
re-configure a little magazine’s understanding of 
community, making it easier to construct virtual 
communities, or to preserve actual communities – like the 
Tish writers – who have become geographically dispersed. 
It does not, however, allow the creation of communities 
that are constituted by social contexts – by eating together, 
playing sports together, partying together, raising children 
together, organizing cultural events together. To make 
one’s magazine a part of the global literary field probably 
means abandoning such material understandings of 
community, and creating a magazine that is colonial and 
commercial – a literary fashion magazine.  
 At the same time that globalization alters the 
material base of a little magazine publishing, it also 
adversely affects the context in which all of the local, 
regional, national, and international little magazines 
operate. For example, because of the vigorous presence of 
multi-national publishers in Toronto, and the annual 
ceremonies of the Harbourfront International Authors 
Festival, global cultural taste is strong enough in Toronto 
that the jurying of Ontario Arts Council grants to 
periodicals is uncertain from year to year, simply because 
writers whose own literary understandings have become 
globalized – Anne Michaels, Barry Callaghan, Susan 
Swan, Sarah Sheard – are part of the community and 
therefore part of the jury pool. Distribution of little 
magazines increases in difficulty each time a small 
bookstore goes out of business;  becomes more precarious 
and expensive each time Indigo-Chapters increases the 
size of its orders. Globalization restricts textual circulation 
through its infection of the educational curriculum, 
particularly at the high-school level where only Canadian 
authors consecrated as international best sellers – and who 
write fiction – now tend to be studied. Not one Canadian 
high school library subscribes to Open Letter, while 
journals that publish articles about Findley, Atwood, 
Ondaatje, Munro, Davies, Laurence, or Richler can have 
more than 300 Canadian high-school subscriptions.  
 The globalization problem I wrote about in a 
recent Capilano Review (II: 34, Spring 2001) is even more 
indirect, and therefore potentially more pernicious. Here I 
was writing specifically about the ideology of 
globalization – the belief that economic growth is 
infinitely possible, and the most desirable of possible 
achievements; the belief that forms and policies that 
improve marketability are more desirable than ones which 
have other ends; the belief that standardization is desirable 
because it opens up new markets (and makes arts councils 
more efficient to manage), the belief that management of 
any human enterprise should be ‘professional’, efficient – 
and the impact of such ideology on Canadian arts 
councils.  It is not that MBA’s have taken over some of 
the arts councils, although many boards do tend to be 
overpopulated by businesspeople and lawyers with QC’s. 
It is that many of the people participating in day-to-day 
council decisions – poets, novelists, media artists, visual 
artists as well as administrators – now appear to be 
thinking like MBAs. And that many grant applicants, in 
attempts to appeal to the new values of the councils, 
began some years ago stressing ‘clean’ design, expanding 
sales, professional management, regularity of publication, 
international recognition. The slow commercialization of 
arts council criteria became first evident in the middle 
1970s with the Canada Council’s adopting the UNESCO 
definition of a book as having a minimum of 48 pages. At 
the time, this disqualified the claims of book standing of a 
number of Talonbooks, Coach House, and Blew Ointment 
publications, and contributed to what by the 1980s 
became a virtual standardization of small-press book 
design in a 9" x 5" 100-page format, with a high-gloss 
cover. It effectively de-listed the chapbook as an officially 
endorsed publishing form, and removed it from the 
technological playfulness of small presses that had 
produced my King of Swords, Bowering’s Baseball, 
Rosenblatt’s Bumblebee Dithyramb, and Gerry Gilbert’s 
Lease. Standardization slowly led Council juries to 
evaluate books or magazines on the basis of their 
suitability to bookstore shelves, and to downgrade those 
considered too large or insufficiently stiff for standard 
display. It was as if some of the primary readers of books 
and magazines were now presumed to be bookstore 
managers and shelf-stocking clerks. This may be  why 
today it is often difficult to distinguish at a glance 
magazines as different as Raddle Moon, West Coast Line, 
Descant, and Queen Street Quarterly  – each can look as 
if printed on the same General Motors assembly line as 
the others, and then branded with a different name plate. 
 Then there is the Canada Council’s implicit 
expectations that every magazine should show at least 
incremental growth each year in its subscription numbers, 
and Council policies that appear to result, according to the 
grant statistics the Council releases each year, in a direct 
correlation between size of grant and numbers of copies 
sold. Should the number of subscribers to a little 
magazine be understood as an indicator of its cultural 
value? Possibly there is no necessary connection between 
numbers and value, but for the councils and their juries 
this seems to be closed question.  
 As I observed in Capilano Review, all Canadian 
literary journals that are funded by arts councils are edited 
in part by the state, and obliged by cultural practice to 
help carry out certain Canadian nation-state ideological 
projects such as regional equalization, pluralistic 
multiculturalism, gender equity, and free-market 
individualism. The implied ideal magazine is one that has 
contributors from the regions listed in the 1960s hit song 
“This Land of Ours,” that has contributors from three or 
more ethnicities and three or more races, that has slightly 
more women contributors than men, that is avidly read 
internationally, and that sells an ever-expanding number 
of subscriptions and an ever-expanding number of copies 
in Indigo-Chapters. It must have a significant proportion 
of “new” writers – ‘new’ to whom, I keep asking the 
councils, and ‘newer’ than whom?  The magazine must 
avoid, as council juries often remind me, the appearance 
of ‘clique’.  
 Generalist magazines under this policy are 
acceptable, as are specifically focussed ones that appear to 
‘represent’ constituencies which mainstream culture now 
considers historically under-represented. This state 
editing, rather than being bureaucratically mandated, is 
carried out by well-meaning arts administrators and arts 
community members who serve on juries and who have 




internalized the apparent rightness of state and global 
ideology. Such editing is especially restrictive for journal 
editors who would advance particular aesthetic/political 
critiques that are not necessarily identity based, or that go 
beyond narrowly focussed politics. 
 The business model also insisted upon by arts 
councils is again part of global commercial ideology. In 
this model, one which is restricting to journals of many 
points of view, magazines are to be published on a regular 
schedule, rather than when energies and social conditions 
suggest (I can imagine in some years wanting to publish 
six or more issues of Open Letter, in response to what I 
and others might see as urgent issues, and in other years 
perhaps no more than one.) More copies are to be sold 
than are to be given away2 (yet for Open Letter those with 
money to buy subscriptions are not necessarily those who 
wish to read the journal, and those who wish to read it – 
often students and artists – do not always have money. 
Getting my journal to readers who will want to read it, and 
who may act upon what they read, has always seemed 
more important to me than getting it to readers who will 
pay, or who take pride in having a copy of Salmagundi on 
their coffee table). Contributors are to be paid (yet Open 
Letter’s contributors, like those of many little magazines, 
write and publish, by and large, in the hope of changing 
society rather than earning money). Money is to be spent 
on attracting new subscribers, even if – as it often does in 
my experience – it can cost $1000 for each new subscriber 
attracted. Content is to be changed to attract subscribers – 
perhaps work added by a multinational author or two 
whose names can be printed in large type on the cover like 
brand-names on a supermarket flyer.3 Tose who edit little 
magazines and journals that do cultural work usually have 
little interest in making their publications more 
‘marketable’ in these ways.  
 These various arts council regulations of books 
and magazines  – the UNESCO book size, professional 
appearance, regularity of publication – have seemed at 
times like unconscious attempts to contain the spatial and 
inter-genre adventurousness that various technologies 
have allowed print publication over the past century: have 
seemed like attempts to bring back the regularity, 
linearity, and categorizations of early eighteenth-century 
print culture in an age in which literary publishing has 
often promised to become intermedia, inter-genre, 
juxtapositional, and multidisciplinary.  With Open Letter I 
recurrently battle with Canada Council juries for the right 
to be able juxtapose articles by academics, or by artists 
who are also academics, with articles by artists. Canada 
Council funding is for artists only, I am told4; “scholarly” 
articles are to be published in journals funded by the 
Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council.  
 While it is not possible to get outside one’s 
contemporary cultural formation any more than it is to get 
outside of culture, it should be possible to contest, dilute, 
hybridize, or fracture that formation without undue 
hindrance from so-called ‘arms-length’ arts councils. 
Diversity shouldn’t require each magazine to be similarly 
diverse, but should rather be served by a diversity of 
magazines. Support for artists should not forbid them to 
exchange ideas with other intellectuals, or to marginalize 
those who do. There should be many ‘cliques’, rather than 
none.   
 Bizarrely, to most effectively contest global 
ideology, one must now contest, or attempt to ignore, or 
even refuse the beneficence of, the nation-state. The 
nation-state, despite the fact that its powers are being 
eroded by the globalizations of global capitalism, is 
generally complicit in it for the same reasons that 
individuals are complicit in it – belief that global 
efficiencies will be economically or culturally profitable. 
Magazines that do not have government funding are 
presently the only ones not to have to struggle to be 
occasional, to be specialized or cliquish, to circulate 
outside of bookstores, to refuse to jump through hoops for 
institutional subscribers, or to save money by ignoring 
Chapters-Indigo and giving significant numbers of copies 
away. Of course, like Tish 40 years ago, they have to 
struggle for basic operating monies. But that might some 
day be a preferable struggle.   
 
Notes:  1. Bourdieu argues that there is an inverse relationship between commercial popularity and cultural consecration – 
that the less popular a work the greater will be its aesthetic reputation, and the more popular the lower its aesthetic reputation. 
Although there are difficulties with this formulation – Bourdieu founds it on the highly centralized literary culture of 19th-century 
France, and he finesses the question of who does the assigning of aesthetic value – it does serve as rough model of differences 
between intellectual culture and popular culture. In the age of globalization this difference seems to me to one that is under 
attack. That is, that commerce has been making increasing claims for the aesthetic value of popular literature, especially through 
the instititution of literary prizes. 
2. The Canada Council’s 2003 eligibility rules for literary and arts magazines require that the magazine “have a paid circulation 
of at least 50 percent of the copies printed or maintain at least a 25 percent ratio of revenues earned from paid circulation or 
advertizing”. 
3. The 2003 Canada Council grant application form requires magazines “to list new developments, new areas of interests, and 
names of new writers”; to demonstrate that they can “identify a target audience and reach readers”; to show that they are 
making “marketing and distribution efforts; to “provide a reader profile and describe special marketing and distribution 
initiatives.” 
4. The Canada Council 2003 eligibility rules specifically exclude “scholarly” magazines along with “business and trade 
magazines, self-help- periodicals or information bulletins”. 
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COLERIDGE IN CALGARY (ars poetica 9) 
by Steve McCaffery 
 
If a thing is a stone 
it starts to appear 
 
in this poem 
as a selected novel 
 
sculpture reinvents 
a page inhabits it 
 
but calls IT architecture by mistake 
the table recognizes cascades slip off 
 
grammatical pollen meat 
disturbs the windpipes 
 
even butterfly chauffeurs 
 
can edit poems to form 
a sub-invention of the alienation effect 
 
objects are unstable 
on computers 
 
catapult clouds form dots 
as a language language 
 
never knows 
the meaning in 
 




thrown to a separate word as 
some concrete information. 
 
Guess how meaning gusts 
 
down a road long dead 
the dodo never answers 
 
but I shall always know how poems 
subject the optical to a node of composed 
interception possibilities 
 
propagates the poem to re-arrange 
a historically negative order. 
 
Either One appears as Nineteen 
different things you hurried 
 
or else I thought desire per se 
was what WE were bombing 
 
stones thrown up from 
pilaster philosophies on hold. 
 
How large is the dawn patrol these days 
as eight times the average speed of the simile 
 
falls short 
pursued this way by Petrarch 
 
and all the time electrocution 





like a like  
but not liking it 
 
on chronic alcohol 




removes that horrible smell 
of minimum fathers 
 
on another corner 
the marsupial giraffe 
 
we cloned 
in a toe-dance manuscript 
 
napkin meaning “modern” if “modernity” 
by-passes the pre-articulate at traffic stops 
 
red as a sign of ripe by semiotics flashes  
the hemisphere without bifocal sunburn 
 
feeling place is actually a leg.  Thinks 
 
poetry knocked me out not 
knocked me over. 
 
Welcome Coleridge to Calgary 
as an exhibition text-book at third base. 
 
The rim embroils itself the point is 
 
zero zoo as art eats 
its piece of dog grunt 
 
sixteen sumo wrestlers emerging 
out of tamaracks with apricots 
 
a page appears to clear a throat 
but now please the colour of smell 
 
entering a bakery but leaving 
by the door marked bodyweight 
 
in kilos converts it to o’clocks 
shifts 
 
automatic taste to violet light 
from candelabra guillotine 
 
at several inch-high graduation parties. 
 
Think of park pies for a second  
glance back at the bakery beneath the bed  
 
then “mirror” all material into view 
the batteries lost my ticket in a swimming pool 
 
aunty clothes my nearest dealer, Stalin, 
shot him to avoid 
 
the north-east home-belt failure 
 
clothes line swamp baths beating 
half a dozen chairs or shouldn’t 
 
slowing down the poem slow down 
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VACATION (script for a video yet-to-be-made) 
a variant for Caroline Bergvall 
by Karen Mac Cormack 
 
Good morning. 
It is twelve noon. 
Today is Wednesday, the twenty-first. 
Is it facing the street? 
No, most people add ten per cent. 
Let me know if it hurts too much. 
I’d suggest a permanent. 
Are your parents still living? 
Pardon me, officer, I’m a stranger here in the city. 
Then dial your number and wait for the answer. 
I’d rather have a seat by the window facing the engine. 
I’m sorry, sir, but you’ll have to have your typewriter weighed. 
It’s so important for our comfort, our work and our plans. 
They say that girls like history better than mathematics. or 
Today’s Latin lesson is on the comparison of adjectives. 
In a little while we shall begin this afternoon’s experiment. 
No, I don’t. New records are being made nearly every year. 
In that case we’d better stroll down to the post office.       or 
In very intimate correspondence there are no rules to follow. 
I suppose you mean collecting insects, plants, or minerals. 
They behave like humans, don’t they? 
Don’t worry. I know how to take care of myself. 
At the end of the play the author appeared on the stage. 
Everybody is. I never miss looking at the dinosaurs. 
Twice a day she gathers the eggs in her basket. 
I had never seen so many different kinds of machinery all in one place. 
Don’t worry about that. I have enough for both of us. 
Only by constant practice can a violinist obtain good tone. 
The worst thing that can happen is to be short of money. 
Neither one made any effort to conceal their happiness. 
The hours are from nine to five, with an hour off for lunch. 
The standard of living depends ultimately upon production. 
Whose job is it to go to the bank? 
Fill in this form and write your signature on the dotted lie. 
At the same time, photographers are out getting pictures. 
A gang of bricklayers and masons arrived to put up the walls. 
After coming downstairs, let us look at the living room first. 
In this climate the apples seem to do better than the pears. 
That rule does not apply when roads are slippery. 
“What can I do for you, madam?” he said with a smile. 
You can guess what happened. The car smashed into the train. 
Of course I couldn’t have anything solid to eat for a while. 
The commander of the destroyer ordered his men to abandon ship. 
Fortunately there were no workmen inside the building at that time. 
At every busy street corner in the city, a policeman directs traffic. 
Strange to say, hockey is the national game but more people play golf. 
Since prices vary in different countries, figures given may not correspond in the five languages 
or John spent his whole week’s wages in a single day. 
To water the lawn when it gets dry he uses a one-inch hose. 
 








OUR BEAUTY  
by Irene Guilford 
 
Vanda, a cousin from Lithuania who came for a visit, 
but stayed on as an illegal immigrant, is getting 
married. It is to be a registry wedding. Vanda has 
found a job, an apartment and now, a potential 
husband. She also has two children back home in 
Lithuania, left in her mother's care. Marriage would 
make Vanda's standing in Canada legal.   
 We arrive, my father, my sister and myself. 
Vanda is wearing a short, strapless white dress with 
three tiers of heavy fringe. A pearl necklace lies on 
her chest from chin to breasts. Her lipstick is pale 
pink, her earrings teardrop pearls. Her blond hair, 
swept upwards, reveals a strong clean beauty. She 
turns heads with her sideways smile. Men watch her 
pass, their gaze growing darkly intense, or hooded, 
like a hawk's.  
 "I'm a friend to men," she confided once, 
having come to pick up pots and pans and bedding 
for her apartment. "They visit me. Tell me their 
troubles. But women," she shrugged, "they don't 
seem to like me."  
 Vanda introduces the groom. Jerzy is a 
round, bouncing ball of a man with small rimless 
glasses and hair slicked straight up with gel. He is 
wearing a silk navy suit, silver shoes, and a silver 
bow tie. He has brought along John, a quiet, dark 
haired boy with dense, red acne, to be the best man.  
 The high-ceilinged room has faded yellow 
wallpaper and a rose-clustered carpet. The furniture 
is heavy, dark and old. The minister, his instructions 
smooth as stones, ushers us to our places. The 
minister's wife, a woman in a flowered dress, starts a 
cassette deck. The Wedding March. My sister leads, 
her face serious. Vanda, following on the arm of the 
minister's deeply bosomed wife, is just this side of 
laughter.  
 Vanda stands before the minister. Her naked 
back  plunges deep inside her dress, down to the 
curve of her waist. In Lithuania, she has many 
brothers and sisters, aunts, uncles and cousins. Here, 
in Canada, there is just us. We step up, enclosing the 
bride. 
   The ceremony proceeds. Vanda and Jerzy 
joining hands. Vanda and Jerzy exchanging rings. 
Jerzy's eyes are bulging, but Vanda fights to hold 
back laughter. Whenever she catches our eyes, she 
must look away.   
 After the ceremony, we are to go to a 
restaurant for lunch, but Jerzy will not tell us where - 
it is to be a surprise - so we wait in idling cars for the 
procession to begin.  
 "Please, would you mind waiting just a few 
minutes?" Jerzy runs over and puts his sweaty face in 
our car window. "One more guest is expected - my 
partner from the pizza outlet. It is the first time we 
will both be away together." He plumps up with 
pride. "It's a good business. Takes in four thousand 
dollars a week." 
 It falls together now. Jerzy and the partner 
own the pizza business. John is the pizza jockey. 
 Suddenly, we are on the move, Jerzy having 
decided to wait no longer. Bride and groom ride in 
Jerzy's rusty old station wagon, John nervously 
driving while Jerzy and Vanda sit in back. Jerzy leans 
forward once, gesticulating to the driver. Then he 
leans back, one expansive arm around his bride. 
 *** 
 The Movenpick restaurant on Bay Street is 
deserted on a Saturday at 3:00 p.m. Jerzy bids us to 
wait at the door while he makes sure all is ready. He 
disappears into the darkened empty restaurant. He 
returns, plump and smooth, and proudly leads us to 
our table.  
 He orders champagne. He rises, proposing a 
toast. What does he know about his bride? He knows 
about a previous husband - there were difficulties in 
getting divorce papers - but perhaps, not about the 
two children in Lithuania. We know nothing about 
him. 
 Politely, we ask questions. He answers with 
the regard due to family members. 
 "Who are your parents? " 
 "French father. Polish mother." 
 "Where do they live?" 
 "In Poland." 
 "How long have you been here?" 
 "Five and half years." 
 "Are you a citizen?"  
 "No. Not yet. But maybe later this year."  
 This is beginning to sound like an 
interrogation. But we are curious.   
 "How did you leave Poland?" 
 "Via Italy. I was working in refugee camps. 
In immigration." He half-turns to me, exasperated, 
determined to settle, once and for all, the questions of 
these troublesome relatives, and thereafter, to have 
nothing but fun. "My own application didn't have to 
wait. And when I came to Canada, I already knew 
eight thousand, ten thousand people." He raises his 
arms and laughs. "Everyone knew Jerzy."  
 "How did you come to Canada?"  
 "Ah, there is something I don't talk about," 
he says, putting a finger to his lips. Then he smacks 
his thigh with relish. "Hah. Nobody knows Jerzy and 
everybody wants to."    
 He turns to Vanda. He takes her chin 
between thumb and forefinger, trying to make her 
look at him.  
 "Can't you look at me once in awhile?"  
 She tries to squirm away. He holds tighter, 
his fingers sinking deeper into her flesh. She breaks 
free and rolls her eyes, inviting us to join her in 
laughter. Petulant, he sits back.  
 "Why you wear so short?" He jabs a finger 
at her hemline. 
 The pizza partner has not arrived. Jerzy 
decides to order dinner. We select pasta or omelettes, 
frugal items. After all, Jerzy is paying. With a 
flourish, he orders entrecôte. I take mussels, an 
enormous portion that comes in a copper bowl with a 
hinged lid. Jerzy stares with the intensity of a person 
who has known hunger. 
 "I haven't seen such mussels in Canada," he 
says, and promptly orders a portion for himself, 
which he eats with zest, beside the entrecôte.  
 Finally, the pizza partner arrives. Jerzy 
jumps up to greet him. It is soon clear that Gino, 
short, stocky and dark, sleek in a pale, immaculate 
suit, is Jerzy's boss. 
 We are seven now. Bride and groom. Best 
man. Pizza boss. My father, my sister, myself. 




Strangers around a restaurant table, a small island of 
would-be celebration.    
 "What about a honeymoon?" we ask Vanda. 
 "Not 'til January." She yawns, her chin 
resting on one hand. She has been here two years 
now and her English is good.   
 "I would like to take her to Hong Kong," 
Jerzy whispers behind his hand, "but don't say 
anything. It will depend on her papers. More drinks. 
More champagne," he cries, flinging his arms wide. 
His delight is pure, his love blind.  
 "But I told them a big one," he cries. The 
wedding cake, finally set down in front of the newly 
married couple, in the middle of a ha;f-empty table in 
a mainly empty restaurant, seems pitiably small. 
Jerzy, who has arranged it, just as he has arranged 
everything else, cannot contain his disappointment. 
His protest is so sincere, it is impossible not to like 
him.   
 He orders more drinks, more food, trying to 
whip up celebration. But we are a party that cannot 
get going. Soon, we are wondering when it might be 
polite to leave. We look to our father, willing him to 
make the first move. It is not long in coming.  
 "Well, Jerzy," he rises, scraping back his 
chair, "thanks for inviting us." 
 "But we are just getting started," Jerzy cries. 
"We are going dancing afterwards." 
 We are rising now, ready to go, wanting our 
father to lead us out. We edge away, depart. Vanda's 
gaze follows us, steady and contained.  
*** 
 Vanda and Jerzy set up house in an 
apartment near the pizza parlour. There is a new 
couch and coffee table, a beige carpet, a mattress on 
the floor in the bedroom. The apartment feels empty, 
but there is also a sense of waiting, of not wanting to 
buy just anything, of holding out for better things. 
 Jerzy is out a lot, Vanda tells me when I 
visit. He works long hours. She is often alone. 
 We don't have much to say to each other, 
my cousin and I, so when she seizes upon the idea of 
watching a video of her children in Lithuania, we are 
glad to sit side by side on the couch, watching two 
small children scamper about in a garden, under her 
mother's care. Vanda's mother claps and calls. They 
come. Boy and girl. Vanda's mother takes them by 
the shoulders, turns them round to face the camera. 
Points. Mouths the words. 
  That's your Mummy. Wave.  
 On the couch, Vanda bites her thumb.    
 *** 
 Before Jerzy, there had been Tony, a fifty 
year old Italian real estate agent with a Cadillac. He'd 
come to meet us. He'd perched against a kitchen 
stool, a grey haired suitor meeting the family, 
raincoat draped over well-suited shoulders. A 
wedding had been in the offing. Our father, standing 
in for Vanda's father, his brother, did the vetting. No 
one had much to say. 
  But Tony also had a wife from whom he 
was separated, and a daughter. When the wife heard 
of the wedding plans, she threatened to take the 
daughter and go live in Italy.   
 So Vanda looked again and found Jerzy. 
 Over the next year, we hear about Vanda 
occasionally. Our father stays in touch with her more 
than we do. She gets a job in a laundry, then quits, 
saying it is too hot. She tries a cafeteria, but doesn't 
like waiting on people.  
 "Jerzy says she spends money faster than he 
can make it," my father says. 
 It is no surprise then, when a few months 
later, we hear that she is back with Tony. It is as if 
Jerzy never existed. 
 At Christmas, Vanda and Tony stop by a 
gathering at my sister's house. She wears a red jacket, 
a short black skirt, fishnet stockings and leather ankle 
boots with spike heels. She has brought gifts. For my 
sister and I, a trio of nail polish, mauve, white and 
pink. For my father, a tie. How difficult to accept 
gifts from someone who has nothing and wants so 
much. 
 There are the easy bits of guilt. The 
unexpected visit. No gifts to give in return. The 
frosted nail polish that will never be used. Her money 
wasted. Then, there are the deeper, inescapable guilts. 
Our joint culpability, pushed into this position by 
history.   
 After that, she drops out of sight.   
*** 
 A year later, she calls, first my sister, then 
me. She wants a phone, which she asks us to arrange. 
From this, we deduce that she is living on her own, 
no longer with Tony, but we do not inquire, knowing 
the vague, half-laughing answers she will give. The 
phone would have to be in our names, as she doesn't 
have a social insurance number. There would be  
long distance calls to Lithuania, bills we would have 
to pay.   
 We say no. We feel like heels, my sister and 
I, but we say no. 
 She'll get the phone herself. Could she have 
our social insurance number?    
   It's illegal, we say. But in Lithuania, it's a 
source of pride to try to outwit the system.   
 We say no, again. 
 This time, she drops out of sight for good. 
*** 
 The Confederation Life building is at the 
corner of Jarvis and Bloor, the edge of the red-light 
district. As a consultant, my hours are my own. 
Sometimes, I leave a bit early, at 4:00 pm. The girls 
are already out on Huntley Street then, waiting in the 
broad daylight of  afternoon for end-of-day trade. 
Better an office worker in a hotel in daylight than a 
stranger in a car at night. It is a resourcefulness hard 
not to admire.  
 One day, Vanda is standing on the sidewalk. 
She wears a short leather skirt, thigh high boots and a 
jean jacket cut to the waist. She doesn't see me, or 
perhaps, chooses not to. She looks up and down the 
street, intent on business. She looks ready for 
anything.  
 What to do? Walk up and speak to her? 
Take her home? Or leave her alone. 
 My mind runs over her past jobs. The 
bakery, the cafeteria. Her former men. Jerzy, Tony, 
the husband in Lithuania. Would it make any 
difference to feed her, clothe her, find her a job and a 
place to live? Give her spending money and a phone?  
 Musu grazuole, they called her back home. 
Our beauty. The youngest, the prettiest, sent to 
Canada to find a husband, to anchor the rope along 
which the rest would come. 





AN EXCERPT FROM: THE 
ACCOMPLICE OF LOVE  
by Antanas Sileika 
 
Devils – Fall, 1917 
Old Katrina stopped when she heard a noise. 
She looked down the long, dim hall of the Stumbras 
farm house and nervously fingered the knot of her head 
scarf where it was tied at her throat. It was mid-
morning, but there was barely any light. The thatched 
roof hung low over the windows and cut off most of the 
daylight at the best of times, and by fall the inside of the 
farmhouse was dark most of the day.  
Katrina trembled as she peered down the hall. 
She squinted, but it did not help her to see. Something 
was moving down there, near the ceramic-fronted bake 
oven whose iron door opened into the hall. She heard a 
quiet noise, like cloth against tile. It was the kind of 
sound a devil might make. What business did it have 
coming back now, when she was so close to death? 
Katrina's eyes were bad, but her hearing was still good. 
She crossed herself and muttered a Hail Mary to protect 
herself against the imp in the oven, where the flames 
were burning, still too hot for the loaves to be baked 
later that day, but comfortable enough for a companion 
of Beelzebub.  
Decades before, when the house still smelled 
of newly sawn wood, she had been about to walk down 
the corridor when a tiny demon stuck his head out of the 
hot bake oven. He pointed at her and laughed silently, 
covering his mouth, child-like, to hide his pointed teeth. 
He was no bigger than a newborn. This was not Satan 
himself, but one of his many minor imps who populated 
the land. Their diminutive size made them seem 
harmless, even playful.  
Katrina had had been tempted to smile along 
with him, as if he just told some kind of joke. The imp 
was holding the bake oven door open with one hand and 
making faces, his red-black visage grinning The imp 
stuck its finger up its nose, and then sucked its thumb. It 
rolled its eyes until only the whites were visible. The 
creature smelled nothing of brimstone, as she might 
have expected, but more like a farm hand farting in the 
morning after a night spent drinking beer. The imp 
scowled at her unwillingness to smile and pulled the 
door shut behind him. If she walked past him without 
her rosary, he might fling the door open and pull her 
into hell. 
No one else was in the house, except for her 
mother, who had a small room to herself where she 
muttered prayers all day long, clacking the beads of her 
rosary and crossing herself repeatedly until there was an 
unhealing sore on her forehead. Too bad her mother was 
too weak of body and mind to walk, for Katrina could 
have called to her to bring out the protective statue of a 
saint. Instead, she ran outside to her husband, far into 
the fields where he and the farm hands were planting 
potatoes. He and the two hands stood up from their 
crouch when they saw her coming across the fields, and 
stood waiting with their hands on their sides to support 
their tired backs. She took her husband aside and 
whispered into his ear. He laughed when she told him 
just in case the hands overheard. But even so, he came 
back to the house, plodding heavily across the damp 
fields. He crossed himself when he entered the house, 
and took two crosses made of Palm Sunday fronds off 
the wall. The bake oven door was closed. With the 
greatest speed possible, he threw the door open and 
tossed the holy fronds inside. He slammed the door 
behind them without pausing to look inside.  
Then he went to the main room, where they 
spoke little. It would have been bad luck to talk about 
the demon visitor. Katrina served her husband a glass of 
milk and a slice of her black bread spread with honey. 
He ate it slowly. She was less frightened with him there. 
He waited a while, and then finally stood up and waited 
a while more. He held his hands clasped in front of him 
so she would not see them shake. Finally, wiping his 
mouth with the back of his hand, he walked down the 
corridor, opened the bake oven door, and looked in. 
"See," he said, "nothing." 
He laughed, relieved, and stepped outside to 
spit in the yard and enjoy the sun on his face for a 
moment before drinking another glass of milk and 
returning to the planting. She watched him walk towards 
the fields. When he was far away, so far he must have 
thought she was no longer watching him, she saw him 
cross himself. Katrina baked no bread in the oven that 
day. The room smelled of sourdough that had risen and 
then fallen back in on itself. A terrible waste. But she 
was not going to contaminate her bread with the smoke 
of the devil, even a small one. After the fire had cooled, 
she sifted through the ashes and found a bit of horn. The 
imp had escaped up through the chimney, but he had left 
behind a souvenir. 
That had been almost fifty years ago, but the 
devil was back. He knew about her sin, the greasy deck 
of cards that she kept hidden in a drawer in her room. 
Demons knew as much as God, but unlike Him, they 
acted upon their knowledge. The devil was still as 
wicked as ever, as powerful as ever, and now Katrina 
was old and he had caught her alone. Her husband was 
long dead. Her rosary and prayer book were in the other 
room, in the corner beside the crucifix, the candle, and 
all the carved saints. The devil never forgot. What were 
fifty years to an immortal?  
The fall rains had started, turning the fields to 
muck, and the mist outside was so thick, anyone 
wandering off the road could get lost in the fields or the 
forest. Katrina was cold despite the many layers of linen 
and wool topped by an embroidered shawl and her best 
Turkish kerchief pulled over her head and knotted under 
her chin. The worst part of old age was that the cold 
never left her once November arrived. The warmth of 
the bake oven was unusually appealing, for all the 
danger of the imp. 
She had to get to her sanctuary. There was no 
other safe place, for the demons walked the countryside 
during Sunday mass, ready to snatch anyone impious 
enough to be far away from the communion rail. Her 
son, Leo, had left late for mass after roaring about the 
house as if he were going to eat his very own son alive. 
The boy, Tomas, was soft and mild, the very qualities 
that drove Leo into fits of anger. But Tomas was good 
with his hands. He could carve a crucifix with vine 
leaves twisting around it, and even put tiny bunches of 
grapes on the vines. There were many other children, 
thank God, three other boys and two girls, yet none of 
the others excited Leo's rage. She had seen it before. 
Sometimes fathers could not stand the sight of their own 
sons. 
Another scratching sound from the bake oven. 
The imp was mocking her, maybe looking at the pocket 
watch in his green waistcoat and waiting to see how 
much longer she would hesitate. The imp might not be 
wearing any clothes at all. The demons delighted in 
appearing naked to women, their male parts engorged, 
the better to shock the maidens and fill the married 
women with regret.  
Katrina remembered her scapular, the cloth 
picture of the virgin hanging around her neck on a 
string. That would protect her against the devil. She 
undid the top catches of her linen blouse and lifted the 
scapular from between her long, low breasts. Holding it 
out in front of her and whispering her Hail Mary, old 
Katrina walked down the corridor, hoping that the 
prayer and the scapular were protection enough. She 
willed herself to keep watching the oven as she passed, 
and surely enough there was movement, but not from 
inside the oven as she had expected. This time the imp 
was on top, and he shot an arm towards her from the 
dimness atop the wide, flat surface where the children 
slept in the winters to be close to the heat. 
Katrina shrieked but she did not run. She 
would hold fast before the creature from hell. Her own 
hand shot out like that of a much younger woman, and 
she grasped a thin wrist.  




"Look upon the Virgin Mary and turn to 
cinder," she cried, and she pulled the devil forward so 
she could press the scapular against its forehead. 
"Grandmother, it's me." 
She recognized the voice even though she 
could not make out his face in the gloom. With a sharp 
jerk she hauled the boy down from his perch on the bake 
oven. With one hand she reached up to his ear and 
pulled down his head so she could slap him across his 
cheeks before he pulled away. The boy was fifteen, but 
young for his age, though he stood a full head taller than 
she did. He let her slap him three times before he pulled 
back and shielded his face. 
"Enough!" he said.  
"I thought you were the devil," said Katrina, 
panting from the fear and exertion.  
"Maybe I am the devil," and he lifted his hands 
like the paws of a bear and showed his fangs. She 
slapped him again, catching him unaware, and she 
knocked the joke right out of him. She immediately 
reached forward to touch the red, stinging cheek. The 
boy was too tender for his own good. She took him by 
the hand and led him into her sanctuary where the 
blessed candle was burning below the crucifix. She felt 
better as soon as she entered the room. In her old age, it 
was the one place where she could find peace. The room 
had a high shelf that ran around all four walls, and upon 
these shelves sat two dozen protective saints, all made 
by the boy. Tomas, was a god-maker. It was more than a 
hobby, but less than a trade, this carving of saints. 
Tomas made the wooden icons and sold them to 
farmers. They were a foot or two high: Virgins, the 
saints Francis, Isidore, Christopher, and George, God 
the Father Himself, The Holy Spirit in the form of a 
dove, and half a dozen worrying Christs seated with 
their chins held in their hands.  
Katrina was breathless by the time she made it 
into her sanctuary.  
"Now stop playing about," she said sharply, 
although the boy delighted her as much as he infuriated 
his father. "You shouldn't make jokes on the Sabbath. 
Satan is always looking for cracks to slip through, and a 
joke on Sunday gives him an opening. Why aren't you in 
church with your mother and father?" 
Tomas's face fell dramatically. It was not good 
to show the contents of his heart so unguardedly. He had 
a thick shock of blond hair combed to one side. He kept 
his hair a little too long, for otherwise it would stand up 
at the crown. His eyes were very bright, doe-like in a 
way that made him seem more innocent than he was. 
His skin was fair and sensitive, and slightly pink at the 
wide cheeks from the constant exposure to wind and 
sun. He was thin, like all farm boys his age, but he had 
nothing of a young man's awkwardness. There was 
something graceful about him, yet timid as well, as if he 
could turn suddenly, sniff the air, and bound away into 
the distance at the least scent of danger. He was in his 
Sunday clothes, a navy blue suit of homespun linen, 
with a fine sash for Sunday Mass. His feet were bare 
because farm youths were taught to save their Sunday 
shoes for church. They walked through the fields with 
their shoes in their hands and put them on when the 
steeple came into sight.  
Tomas clasped his hands together in front of 
himself and looked down at his grandmother. She felt 
the traces of childishness in his demeanor. At his age, he 
could be either a child or a man, depending on the 
moment. 
"Father smashed my statues," said Tomas 
The old woman sighed. His father, Leo, acted 
as if Tomas were a horse which needed to be broken. 
She looked out the window to search for something to 
say, but all she could see outside was the thick mist. She 
shivered. It was dangerous out there, more dangerous 
than ever before. Armies were moving across the land, 
along with the more common thieves, murderers, and 
devils. She wondered how to find the words for what 
she had to say to Tomas. 
"He's only thinking of your future," she finally 
said. "You need to be more practical." Now he was a 
sullen, resentful child. "You're luckier than most. You 
have a good future in front of you."  
"Tell me my future, then, if I have one. Take 
out the cards." 
She clapped her hand on his mouth. "It's 
Sunday," she hissed.  
Tomas was persistent and charming in his 
boyish way, and she permitted herself to be seduced by 
her love for him. But as it was Sunday, she turned the 
faces of the gods on her shelves to face the wall, blew 
out the holy candles, and draped a handkerchief over the 
small crucifix to shield the eyes of Christ from her 
actions. Then she reached deep into her drawer and took 
out the deck that was tied together with a piece of dirty 
string. The deck was very old. It had belonged to her 
husband, and he gave it to her when he became old 
himself and gave up the last of his vices. But she could 
not bring herself to do the same thing.  
She had the boy shuffle the cards, no easy task 
when the edges were bent and frayed. Then he cut the 
deck twice, and the second time she took the top half 
and laid out three and a half rows of cards upon the 
bleached linen tablecloth. Unlike the charlatans who 
learned their tricks from books, Katrina had no system 
of regular signs. One day the ace of spades might signal 
death, and another the purchase of a good stud bull. For 
the story to come out, she had to give a little of herself 
into the cards. She waited until a story rose out of the 
sequence before her. Katrina could hear Tomas's 
breathing, hoarse and expectant.  
"You are a lucky young man," she began. 
"Will I be rich and famous?" 
"Be quiet and let me speak." The boy had 
almost broken her concentration. "You will be attractive 
to women, a lady-killer." She could see him smile, but 
forced herself to concentrate. "Lucky for you, but not so 
lucky for the women. You will cause a great deal of pain 
and suffer some yourself. You will travel, but never in 
comfort." She saw other things too, but she was not 
going to tell him everything. There were things he 
should not know and anyway, she was frightened by 
some of the signs she saw. She would cheat. She would 
make up a story and give him a lesson that had nothing 
to do with the cards.  
"Do not be angry that your father smashed 
your statues. You have a great skill with your hands, but 
you must use this gift judiciously. You could make good 
money carving filigrees for windows, crosses for the 
churches. You're a first-class god maker, and if there 
were still enough pious people in this land, you would 
make a living from that alone." She looked up from the 
cards, no longer making any pretense that she was 
reading from them. "Maybe we could apprentice you to 
a stone mason or a church decorator, and you could find 
work in Vilnius. But this playing with secular figures is 
the work of a child. You are too old to be making dolls." 
His eyes darkened and he rose suddenly. He 
was not such a child after all. In a moment, he was out 
the door with his shoes in his hands.  
"Come back!" She rose and went after him, 
calling from the door. "Sit with me at the shrine!" 
But the mist had swallowed him.  
Katrina waited a moment. Then she closed the 
door and bolted it, and went to her shrine where the 
snuffed beeswax candle still scented the air. She would 
pray for him, and maybe her prayer would protect him 
until he reached the church. She took her rosary in her 
hands and looked intently for the picture of the Blessed 
Virgin up on the wall. But like the carvings of the saints, 
the picture had been turned to face the wall while she 
told Tomas's fortune with the cards. There was a sound 
from the bake oven in the other room, but she did not 
look. She tried not to tremble. 
Tomas ran with his shoes in his hands until the 
house was far behind him. Then he slowed.  
Making dolls indeed! She understood him no 
better than the others. Last month he had been to the 
Academy of Art in Vilnius and seen all the statues. The 
school was closed down because of the war, but he and 




windows a long time. A column of magnificent, white 
statues stood there, along an immense, silent hall. These 
were not things made by children. They stood, or sat, or 
reclined as if they had no need of the world outside the 
locked academy. Tomas had stared and stared at them. 
The statues were a revelation to him, like something 
from his dreams, friends he had known from his infancy 
but never met before. His fingers hungered to touch 
them. In the countryside, where he lived, the only 
statues were religious, but in Vilnius there were figures 
of everyday men and women, some of them larger than 
life size, all intensely white. Many of the statues were 
naked, and the exposed breasts had made him blush. His 
uncle did not even make him look away.  
They walked through the city streets and parks 
and found other statues, but these were of bronze not yet 
melted down for the war. There was a monumental 
Catherine the Great which the Germans had 
unaccountably left untouched. He loved the bronze and 
touched it, astonished by its coolness under his fingers. 
He had thought it would be warm. He had knocked on it 
with his knuckles, and marveled at its hollowness. How 
could such big pieces be hollow? By what process did 
someone make such things? His uncle did not know, and 
art teachers had disappeared during the war. 
Tomas's hands had been restless from birth, 
working at wood with his knife, forming clay and 
chipping at stone. Now his hands had found a proper 
object of attention. These statues were the things he had 
been longing for all his life without even knowing them. 
Tomas had seen what he wanted in Vilnius. The farm 
where he lived was a mirage and the real world lay 
somewhere else.  
He wanted to bring some of the real world 
home, and so he decided to make secular statues 
himself. But doing them in clay proved to be much 
harder than carving in wood. Building up was much 
different from carving, which consisted of taking things 
away. He went down to the riverside where the 
Stumbrases dug clay to make bake ovens, rough bowls, 
and whistles and toys to sell at market.  
The first problem was one of size. He dreamed 
of life size figures, but the sheer volume of clay would 
have been too great, and so he determined to build 
statues the same size as his carved gods. But the clay did 
not cooperate with his fingers. As he built up the first 
standing figure, the damp clay legs collapsed under the 
weight of the torso. He began to understand how little 
he knew, but he did not allow himself to be exasperated, 
although many problems were still to come. He began to 
use wooden sticks upon which he supported  his clay, 
and the model no longer collapsed quite so readily. He 
wanted the figure to have an outstretched arm, and this 
needed to be supported from beneath, at least as long as 
the clay was wet. Next came the great problem of 
making the woman look real. The gods he carved from 
wood did not exactly look like human beings. They 
looked instead like approximations of human forms. 
This insight startled him. He thought he knew the 
human body. After all, he had one himself, and so did 
everyone else. Yet to get the proportions right was very 
hard. His first finished piece was very bad, All out of 
scale. He had intended to sculpt a young woman, but 
changed to an older one because the piece was so bent 
and crooked and the finish so rough. He fired the first 
statue in the makeshift home smithy that every farmer 
kept, only to have the piece explode into fragments. He 
guessed he had not dried it enough, and started again. 
After many errors and disasters of various 
kinds, he managed to complete two statues of women, 
not very good, but recognizably human. One he 
modeled on their maid and another came from his 
imagination. They were entirely unsatisfactory in every 
way, right down to their colour, gray when wet and tan 
when fired. He painted them white to look like the 
statues he had seen in Vilnius. They were very bad, but 
they made him happy in a way he had never quite felt 
before.  
Instinctively, Tomas knew his father would 
disapprove. To carve the figure of a saint during the 
long, dark days of winter was acceptable, a pastime 
sanctified with devotion, as long as one did not get 
carried away with it. Anything else was a form of doll 
making, an occupation unfit for a young man. To say 
nothing of the kinds of dolls that Tomas had begun to 
make in secret. The two rough female figures had full 
lips and their mouths smiled without any sanctity at all. 
The hips of the women were evident through their 
clothes and their blouses were low on their chests, 
revealing the collar bones below their necks.  
It was hard to keep the statues concealed on 
the farm among eleven people, especially his younger 
brother, Paul, who was the unearther of secrets, the one 
who could find a lost pocketknife, a whetstone dropped 
in a mown field, the tiny crack through which the mice 
came into the house. That morning, true to form, Paul 
had found the white statues in the granary, dug them out 
from deep in the rye bin, and brought them triumphantly 
to their father. 
His father's face twisted in anger as soon as he 
understood what he was looking at. "Like prostitutes!" 
he had shouted when he smashed the two statues against 
one another and sent the white pieces flying in the yard 
between the house and the granary. A piece had flown 
through the air in an impossible arc and gone straight 
down the well. Tomas hoped it was a head so his father 
would see a small face looking up at him from the 
bottom of the bucket one day.  
"If you have so much free time, just tell me," 
his father had said, no longer shouting, but with his face 
all red and a drop of sweat hanging from one of the tips 
of his waxed moustache. "I'll find something for you to 
do." 
Soon after, an impressive family column with 
Leo Stumbras at the lead, made its dignified way along 
the roads to the church. That morning, however, the 
column had been short one member.  
The mist was so thick it fell as fine rain on 
Tomas, and without oilskins, he was soon wet right 
through. The rough homespun linen was a particularly 
Catholic form of clothing. It scratched even more when 
it was wet, a perpetual reminder of the discomforts of 
earthly existence. He could see nothing beyond a few 
yards into the fields on either side of him. For all he 
knew, devils really did walk along in the countryside 
beside him, keeping pace. But he did not fear them the 
way his grandmother did. He feared his father more than 
any demon.  
The soft earth of the road seemed to weep 
from the way the cart wheels rutted its spine. Four 
horses would barely be able to pull a wagon load 
through this foul muck. Water covered the fields, and if 
he had been able to see the countryside beyond the mist,  
it would have looked like an infinitely wide bog. The 
bare limbs of trees rattled in the wind like dry firewood, 
and Tomas could hear the cawing of ravens. He felt the 
gentle rise that signaled the approach to the village of 
Merdine. The mist finally thinned a little as he made his 
way among the sabbath-empty houses towards the 
church.  
The churchyard was quiet, except for the 
shuffle of an occasional horse in its harness. The Poles 
had their service three hours later, enough time for one 
group to have dispersed before the other arrived. 
Lithuanians had lived alongside Poles for centuries, but 
now that the Russians were gone, the two nationalities 
were chafing against one another. Tomas made his way 
among the wagons to the front door, and pressed a 
kopeck into the hand of the beggar woman muttering the 
rosary there. He stepped into the old church. As always, 
the smell of the place hit him first, the stink of ancient 
mold which underlay the smell of every building in the 
rainy land. Then came the overlay of incense from 
thousands of funerals and Easter processions. The smell 
of beeswax had once been present too, but ever since the 
war, beeswax had become difficult to find, much to the 
anger of the priest, who believed the villagers sold it to 
the Germans for Ostmarks. As a result, sheep tallow 
candles had to be used, and the whole building stank of 
wet wool. This smell was further enriched by the odors 
of hundreds of villagers and surrounding farmers who 
had crowded into the church. The church-goers wore 
their very best clothes, but the fleas were still thick, and 
if Tomas looked closely he could see them jumping 




from one body to another. In the midst of a prayer or a 
hymn, a hand might shoot out in frenzy to scratch at a 
devilish head louse who did not know enough to stay 
still in the presence of God. 
Until Tomas had seen Vilnius, this church was 
the most beautiful place he knew. For all the bad light 
and stench of assembled bodies, no finer place existed 
for miles around, unless he counted the tightly closed 
houses of the gentry where, for all he knew, those rare 
creatures lolled in their leisure as coolly as the statues he 
had seen in Vilnius. Only here in the church were the 
walls covered in frescoes of saints, or emblems such as 
the eye in the triangle or a letter "P" overlaying an "X". 
The altar was robed in the whitest linen, and gold leaf 
covered the frames of the many paintings that had been 
donated by grafs in ancient times. No other place was 
covered in gold leaf. Gold was the colour of God, the 
external manifestation of the divine that pulsed close by. 
Once, when he was five, Tomas had run away from the 
farm and was found, hours later, sitting in the church. 
The weather had been fine and he wanted to see the gold 
in all its glory. He had told his mother he wanted to sit 
in heaven for a while, and she had laughed nervously, 
afraid he had a presentiment of his own death. She had 
taken him back, over his childish protests, back to the 
world made of wood, straw, and mud. 
The priest was in a dark green stole, his back 
turned to the flock as he murmured in Latin. Up above 
in the choir loft, the ancient organ began its asthmatic 
introduction to "Cast Thyself upon Thy Knees," the 
sound made all the weaker by the holes in the leather 
bellows that no one was able to fix now that the war was 
on. It was just as well. The choir master feared the 
Germans might take the tin-clad pipes themselves to 
melt them down. Metal was as malleable as the souls of 
men. In peace, one made organ pipes of it, and the 
breath of God came through the tubes to sing His 
praises. In times of war, it was made into the machines 
of death. 
Tomas's father, Leo Stumbras, hated to be late 
for anything, and he made the family arrive at church so 
early that there was time to say a full rosary before the 
service began. Now each of the men sat in near-identical 
homespun suits of navy blue, "like conductors on a 
train," said Darius, a neighbour who had been to 
America. Leo Stumbras had an orderly mind, so his sons 
sat according to age. Beside him came Edvard, the one 
who would inherit the farm, the one who had to be 
reminded not to cross his arms in church. Next was 
Andrius, the family intellectual, his studiousness 
confirmed by a pair of wire-rimmed glasses which his 
father had hated to pay for but nevertheless enjoyed as a 
public mark of both his son's acumen and his own 
prosperity. Andrius bore none of the ill will of second 
sons. He did not want the farm. He was bound for 
greater things. Tomas was missing from his place. Next 
sat Paul, angelic in his curls for all the trouble he had 
caused that day. Then came Jonas, the hand, who 
protested that he preferred to stand with the other farm 
hands at the back of the church, but Leo Stumbras 
treated his workers well, like members of the family, 
and it was important for the others to see it. Jonas sat 
with the Stumbras men, even if his place was after the 
youngest boy.  
Across the aisle sat the women. First, Tomas's 
mother, Augustina, a nervous woman too given to 
thought to make a good farmer's wife. Leo complained 
that Tomas's weaknesses came from her. After her came 
Janina, sulking as she always did. She frowned so much 
that no suitor had approached her, and father Stumbras 
was not yet willing to make any public declarations 
about a large dowry. He still had hope she could marry 
cheaply, for love. Vida, beside her, bowed her head in 
prayer. The serving girl, Mary, turned when Tomas 
came into the church, as if she sensed his presence.  
Mary was wide cheeked and big breasted, 
pretty in the way of country girls, and at seventeen, 
almost two years older than Tomas. In a sisterly way, 
Mary tried to protect Tomas, a weak pup in a robust 
litter, not only for his sake, but her own as well, for 
Tomas's tenderness appealed to her. So little of it was 
available to serving girls, who were expected to be 
simple and hardy.  
Poverty was very close at hand, in the mean 
furnishings of her mother's pitiful house and the 
roughness of the coarse linen provided to her by 
Stumbras family. She needed to look out for her future, 
and this would be provided by the hand, Jonas, who she 
loved both for himself and because together they might 
better their station in life. In the order of things that had 
not changed in centuries, hands married maids, but what 
they made of themselves later was their own business.  
Mary looked at Tomas, hovering uncertainly in 
the deep shadows near the back of the church. Then she 
looked to Leo Stumbras, who sat with his accustomed 
dignity. Serving girls needed to be attentive to the 
flickering emotions of their employers. No one else but 
she could see the slight dissatisfaction in Leo, who 
would be aware that his troop of family and retainers 
was short one member. It did not matter that no else 
would remark on Tomas's absence. Leo felt betrayed. 
And it did not matter that Tomas showed up later at the 
church. If anything, it made him seem tardy and 
diminished the distinction of the Stumbras family. Mary 
foresaw a terrible Sunday, with Leo sour all day long 
and his displeasure all the more severe during a day of 
rest, when he could cast his terrible pall on the family 
without respite.  
Mary caught Tomas's eye. He smiled at her 
uncertainly and was about to look away, but she 
fluttered her hand towards the right of the church. He 
shook his head, unclear of what she meant, so she 
looked pointedly at the place she wanted him to go. 
Then Tomas understood her. The candle was burning 
over the confessional. He nodded, and made his way to 
stand in line there. Half the job was done. Now she 
needed Leo to take notice of his son's penitence. Mary 
dropped her prayer book, and it fell to the flagstone 
floor with a loud slap as the priest was muttering quietly 
with his back to the congregation. Leo Stumbras looked 
at her, and she in turn looked towards the confessional 
as if she had just noticed Tomas. Stumbras followed her 
gaze, saw his son, and understood the boy's penitence. 
Leo was pleased.  
Tomas stepped into the dark booth and began 
the routine. He knelt, joined his hands in front of him, 
and spoke into the screen. He could go through an entire 
confession without thinking once about anything he had 
said. The boy could see the outline of the priest's head 
through the filigree in the wooden screen. The priest 
was nodding ever so slightly, listening with half an ear 
as Tomas was confessing with less than half his heart.  
After this morning, Tomas thought about 
running away. And why not? Younger boys had run off 
before. But he knew that if he ran away from home now, 
he could look forward to nothing more than the life of a 
farm hand, a lifetime of doing the things he had no skill 
for. On the other hand, if he stayed where he was, he 
was in danger of the same fate. There was not much 
money available for third sons.  
Tomas shuddered. The thing was to escape, 
somehow, to get away to a place where he could make 
sculptures as he wished, a place like Vilnius, where the 
din of the city would remind him that he was alive. His 
father would have laughed at the notion. Leo Stumbras 
could barely believe that sculptors actually existed. If 
they did, they lived in places very far away where no 
son of his was ever likely to go. You're a dreamer, he 
would say, like the drunkards who imagine lakes of 
beer, the dancers who imagine a Saturday night that 
never ends, and the gamblers who imagine hills of 
golden rubles. 
"Ten rosaries and three days of fasting," the 
priest hissed through the wooden screen. 
"I beg your pardon?" Tomas could not believe 
what the priest had said. It was outrageous to give such 
a heavy penance. Had the priest seen so deeply into his 
heart?  




Outside the confessional, Tomas waited by the 
damp side wall until the time came for communion, and 
when the Stumbras family walked out to kneel at the 
communion rail, he stepped into his place between his 
elder brother, Andrius, and his younger brother, Paul. 
Like them, he held his hands under the white starched 
communion cloth, and stuck his tongue out far because 
the old priest had palsy and there was always a danger 
that he might drop the host. Then people say God was 
unwilling to reside in him. 
Later, Tomas sang the closing hymn to the 
accompaniment of the wheezing organ, and filed out of 
the church with his family. He looked behind him as he 
went, and Mary caught his eye again. She lifted her own 
hands to her mouth and kissed them. Her meaning was 
unmistakable.  
Outside the church, the mist had finally broken 
and the sun was shining, but the light could not last in 
November. Already in the distance the gray clumps of 
cloud were gathering again, yet for the moment the air 
and the sky were clear, with that particular sharpness 
that came after rain. In the muddy churchyard below, 
the horses were shifting in their harnesses, and in some 
of the streets stood the wagons of the Poles who were 
already waiting for the next mass. Leo Stumbras 
stopped with his train of family and retainers at the exit 
of the church, surveyed the wagons and parishioners 
about him, and removed his pipe from his vest. With no 
sign of haste, he stuffed the pipe as his family waited 
behind him. They were accustomed to being put on 
show like this every Sunday.  
Tomas decided to do as Mary had signaled him 
to, quickly, before the thought of it galled him too 
much.  
Tomas walked out to the front of the Stumbras 
family column, where a young priest was now standing 
as well. Leo Stumbras looked up at Tomas suspiciously 
from the pipe he was lighting. The sulfurous match 
burned and burned and refused to go out until it was 
shaken three times. But as soon as Leo Stumbras's hands 
were free, Tomas took them in his own and brought 
them to his lips and kissed them.  
His father stood in shock for a moment, 
uncomprehending. The young priest was looking at 
them and nodding, as were some of the old women who 
hung about the front door of the church. The prodigal 
son asking for forgiveness. In that deeply Catholic 
country, secular spectacles were frowned upon, but 
certain displays could be read as parables. Leo Stumbras 
felt the full force of the gesture, the eyes of the 
parishioners on him. He put his hand on the head of his 
son, ruffled the hair, and pulled him forward to kiss him 
lightly on the head.  
"I'm glad you put that foolishness behind you," 
his father said, and although the words made Tomas 
want to speak out in anger, he kept his face down in a 
proper sign of contrition. Soon another farmer 
approached, and it was safe to look up again. By that 
time the crowd had grown as the rest of the farmers, 
happy to escape for a little while from their lives in the 
dark houses, stood around to talk about harvests, the 
war, and the prospects for the following year. 
Townspeople spoke with their country cousins as well, 
and talk was of marriages planned between the end of 
summer's work and the beginning of Lent. Tomas 
watched Mary walking off with Jonas. She was 
laughing, but she looked back over her shoulder at him 
and nodded, and although he was still angry with his 
father, Tomas nodded back. Submission was better, at 
least for a while. 
The young men and women walked a circuit in 
the town while they still had a chance to enjoy some of 
the rare autumn sun. Andrius and the village 
intellectuals gathered in the cemetery to talk about 
history and the progress of the war. Tomas's mother met 
with other wives. Everyone seemed to have his place 
except Tomas. Andrius and the intellectuals had made 
quiet overtures, but Tomas was not like them. He was 
not interested in history and the war. No one else was 
like Tomas in the entire village, and sometimes he felt 
as if no one was like him anywhere in the entire world. 
Tomas flitted, always uneasy, overcome with 
boredom within minutes of standing with others. Storm 
clouds were building, and sheets of rain were falling in 
the distance. It was time to hurry home.  
At least the afternoon meal was something to 
look forward to. The food reserves were relatively high - 
the harvest had been good and much had been hidden 
from the Germans. The seasonal slaughter was cause for 
great joy because the meat of freshly killed pigs was 
sweet and tender. They would eat head cheese along 
with their potatoes and barley soup. The rain was 
approaching fast, and the family moved quickly along 
the grass at the side of the rutted road. The younger ones 
carried their shoes in their hands although the earth 
beneath their feet was cold with autumn. Even Leo 
Stumbras was content, and he urged them forward as if 
they were a pack that needed encouragement. From the 
place where the lane met the road, they caught the 
unmistakable smell of roasting meat, which stirred them 
into keen anticipation. The rain began to fall when they 
were thirty yards down the lane from the house, and 
they ran together laughing, looking forward to their fine 
dinner.  
Tomas was the fastest runner of them all, and 
he made it into the house first, then he called out for his 
grandmother because the old woman sometimes had 
small cakes or biscuits ready for them when they came 
back from church. But there was no answer. The storm 
was upon them now, and Leo Stumbras permitted them 
to light the oil lamps, for it had grown very dark inside. 
"Go find Grandmother," Tomas said to Paul.  
The boy ran down to his grandmother's 
sanctuary, hoping he might find her and a lump of sugar 
in her apron pocket as well, but she was not in her room. 
Her candle was out and the sanctuary was gloomy. The 
gods up on the shelf were all turned away so they faced 
the wall, and the table-top crucifix was covered with a 
handkerchief. Paul looked at the open prayer book. A 
playing card lay upon the page. He turned around and 
came down the hall to return to the main room, where 
the others were talking and Janina was boiling water for 
tea.  
The door to the bake oven was slightly ajar, 
and when he went to swing it shut, Paul found it 
obstructed, as if fire logs had been put in there and not 
shoved far enough down. Paul opened up the door and 
saw the callused soles of his grandmother's feet. A 
sickly smell of seared flesh came out of the bake oven, 
and inside he could make out fingers curled into useless 
fists and blackened by the flames. He bolted down the 
hall, screaming incoherent words. 
 
***   
They pulled and pulled on the feet, but her arms seemed 
to have been seared to the sides of the bake oven and 
she was very difficult to extract. When they finally 
managed to get her out, they found her clothes had 
mostly burned away, as had her hair, but she still wore 
an expression of deep disgust, as if she had looked into 
hell and found it more putrid than horrifying, like a 
cesspool of infinite depth. Tomas noted that the skin on 
her shoulders had been torn away to reveal the thin 
muscles below, and he was fascinated by the beauty of 
the muscle pattern. He wished he could see more, but 
that was not possible. 
 











André Marceau (Déd Kaboum)  
Translation by Richard Manian 
 
A NEW ACTION POETRY  
GLOBALLY LOCALISED  
Since childhood, André Marceau is a kind of compulsive creator : to 
play with images, sounds and words was his main occupation.  At the 
adolescence, he began to imply himself socially.  During the 1980’s, he 
studied plastic arts in CEGEP, then a little philosophy in university (he 
has pursued, in a self-taught way, in the field of epistemology of 
sciences, politics and art), implying himself to create and maintain 
community or students newspapers, salvage (of materials) organism, 
citizens comity ...  In 1990,  he decided to dedicate himself to poetry, 
the most possible in exclusiveness.  He developped the « Poéturgie13 », 
a poetry which, inspired by Oulipo, must be transmitted orally.  The 
selected constraints working at once for the writing, the reading and the 
listening, the text becomes a score, the occurrence of which reveals to 
be performative.  In the middle of the same decade, he wrote a 
manifesto, Working urgence organique / « Working Urgency Organic » 
which, without being published, has ramified itself in all his following 
projects, where he came open to the actual arts.  He developped his 
approach, his personnal step, gradually integrating images, words, 
sounds and social engagement in his poet’s practice.  For him, poetry is 
not a discipline but a form of spirituality, a creative relational strategy, 
consequently transdisciplinary.  His approach is global but anchor itself 
in the local dimension.  His work is indissociable from Québec, city 
where he is born, life setting where he implies himself : the 
performative and the relational arts serve the social engagement of his 
poetry in life, and its impregnation in all the layers of dailiness. 
He gave a hundred performances or poetic actions since 
1993, generally in Québec city.  We can note the variety of forms that 
he explores in the performative aesthetic, which he presents often, 
otherwise, as a siamese twin of litterary poetry : from Body Art  to 
noise (Sound Ready Made in action that he calls « patentage sonore » / 
« sound tinkering »), in passing by poéturgie and relational poetry. 
Since 1997, he has published (sometimes under the pseudonym of Ded 
Kaboum) many pages, or cover pages, of visual poetry made at the 
photocopier, mainly in the Réparation de poésie bulletin and the 
defunct Mani-art, and he contributes regularly to the Livre d’artistes 
Réparation de poésie / « Réparation de poésie Assembling ».  In April 
1998, he founded the Vendredis de poésie [« Fridays of Poetry »] at the 
Tam Tam Café, where he maintains the essential continuity of an open 
and convivial spirit.  In June 1998, he founded the Front de 
réappropriation locale des poteaux (FRLP)  [« Posts Local 
Reappropiation Front »], within which he realized, in collaboration 
with artists and militants, numerous urban, administrative, political, 
mediatic and relational works [« manoeuvres »] aiming to give to 
downtown residents the right to spread local information on the phone 
posts which encumber the sidewalks of their quarter. In May 1999, he 
founded a collective of a new kind, the Tremplin d’actualisation de 
poésie (TAP) [ « Poetry’s Actualization Stepping-Stone »], which 
rapidly became a major locomotive for the local pluridisciplinary 
poetry in Québec city.  For the TAP, he initiated and organized, in 
2001, two issues of the Bazar des Bas-arts  [« Bazaar of Low-Arts ».  
Since 2001, he conceives, animates and puts on the air (at CKRL, the 
oldest french community radio station in North America) a broadcast of 
« radiophonically transmissible poetry » entitled Des monstres dans la 
gorge [« Monsters in the Throat »], where meet sound and oral poetry, 
audio art (drawn from History and recent productions), as well as 
original creations, pre-recorded or live.  He also makes there attempts 
at what he calls « radio transparency », in the field of relational 
aesthetic applied to the radio medium.  In 2001, he also founded the 
micro-edition Tilt.  In spite of all, he still writes poetry in words where, 






                                                          
13   Neologism forged by the poet from the word  « poésie » 
(poetry), which derives from the greek Poiein, which means 
« to do », and the suffix « - urgie »,  coming from the greek 
Erg, which means « action ». 
UNE NOUVELLE POÉSIE ACTION 
GLOBALEMENT LOCALISÉE  
Depuis l’enfance, André Marceau est une sorte de créateur 
compulsif : jouer avec l’image, le son et les mots était sa 
principale occupation. À l’adolescence, il a commencé à 
s’impliquer socialement. Au cours des années 1980, il a 
étudié les arts plastiques au cégep, ensuite un peu la 
philosophie à l’université (il a poursuivi de façon autodidacte 
dans le champ de l’épistémologie des sciences, du politique 
et de l’art) tout en s’impliquant à créer et à maintenir des 
journaux communautaire ou étudiant, organisme de 
récupération, comité de citoyens… En 1990 il a décidé de se 
consacrer à la poésie, le plus possible en exclusivité. Il a 
développé la Poéturgie, une poésie qui, inspirée d’Oulipo, 
doit se transmettre oralement. Les contraintes choisies 
opérant à la fois pour l'écriture, pour la lecture et pour 
l’écoute, le texte devient une partition dont l’occurrence 
s’avère performative. Au milieu de cette même décennie, il a 
écrit un manifeste (Working urgence organique) qui, sans 
être publié, s’est ramifié dans tous ses projets suivants, où il 
s’est ouvert aux arts actuels. Il y a développé son approche, 
a démarche personnelle, réhabilitant peu à peu images, mots, 
sons et engagement social dans sa pratique de poète. Pour lui, 
la poésie n’est pas une discipline mais une forme de 
spiritualité, une stratégie relationnelle créative, en 
conséquence, transdisciplinaire. Son approche est globale 
mais s’ancre fortement dans la dimension locale. Son œuvre 
est indissociable de Québec, ville où il est né, milieu de vie 
où il s’implique : le performatif et le relationnel servent à 
l’engagement de sa poésie dans la vie, à son imprégnation 
dans toutes les strates du quotidien. 
Il a donné une centaine de performances ou actions 
de poésie depuis 1993, généralement à Québec. On peut noter 
la variété des formes qu’il explore dans l’esthétique 
performative, qu’il présente souvent, par ailleurs, en sœur 
siamoise à la poésie des mots : du corporel à l’installatif, en 
passant par le bruitisme (ready made et détournement sonores 
en action qu’il appelle « patentage sonore »), la poéturgie et 
la poésie relationnelle. Depuis 1997, il a publié (parfois sous 
le pseudonyme Déd Kaboum) plusieurs pages ou couvertures 
de poésie visuelle principalement dans le bulletin Réparation 
de poésie et le défunt Mani-art, il collabore régulièrement au 
Livre d’artiste Réparation de poésie. Il a fondé en avril 1998 
les Vendredis de poésie au Tam Tam Café où il maintient la 
continuité essentielle d’un esprit convivial et ouvert. Il a 
fondé le Front de réappropriation locale des poteaux (FRLP) 
en juin 1998, dans le cadre duquel il a réalisé, avec la 
collaboration d’artistes et de militants, de nombreuses 
manœuvres urbaines, administratives, politiques, médiatiques 
et relationnelles visant à donner aux résidants du centre-ville, 
le droit de faire circuler l’information locale sur les poteaux 
de téléphone qui encombrent les trottoirs de leur quartier. En 
mai 1999, il a fondé un collectif nouveau genre, le Tremplin 
d’actualisation de poésie (TAP) qui est vite devenu, 
localement, une locomotive majeure de la poésie 
pluridisciplinaire à Québec. Pour le TAP, il a initié et 
organisé en 2001. deux éditions du Bazar des Bas-arts. 
Depuis 2001 il conçoit, anime et met en ondes (à CKRL, la 
plus vieille radio communautaire francophone d’Amérique du 
nord) une émission de « poésie transmissible 
radiophoniquement » intitulée Des monstres dans la gorge où 
se côtoient poésie sonore, orale et art audio (tirés de l’histoire 
ou des productions récentes), ainsi que des créations 
orginales, pré-enregistrées ou en direct. Il y fait également 
des essais de ce qu’il appelle «la transparence radio», dans le 
champ de l’esthétique relationnelle appliquée au médium 
radiophonique. En 2001 il a également fondé les micro-
éditions tilt. Malgré tout, il écrit encore en mots la poésie, où, 
à nouveau, l’éclectisme formel domine. 




THE TISSUES OF THE 
PERFORMATIVE  
by Richard Martel  
 
        "It is the idiots of this world that founded religion, 
ceremonies, law, faith and life's rules".   -- Giordano Bruno 
      
A triad is dynamic because it solicits 
displacement, oscillating without necessarily opting for a 
unifying direction. dismissing even the strict point of view 
of static localisation. 
         The artist and particularly the performer, or the living 
being of the action, places the triad in a situation of 
interdependence and interactivity. An inter-penetration of 
substances stirs up discourse and statements through 
diverse categorisations and levels of development. In this 
way the artistic trace becomes an arrangement that is more 
or less determined by criteria, legitimisation and 
orientations. It is in this sense that the triad is dynamic. It 
implies a combinative and advocates hybridisation. a 
synthesis of opposites in a relationship of reciprocal 
influence within a symbiosis that breaks up the very levels 
of comprehensibility and acceptance. Often the gestures 
that are freed up by the performer are incursions into the 
tissue of languages and habits. This triad, with action and 
its affirmative or negative content, presents possibilities 
ranging from re-routing to discharging, and it also 
advocates a message. It activates relationships that are 
normally conflicting, at least in respect of tendencies to 
standardise attitudes, gestures and conditioning, real or 
imagined. 
        The intimate, the private, and the public: these are the 
three faces of this triad that makes gestures oscillate in 
diverse contexts and situations. This situation of oscillation 
becomes even more problematic when it is a question of 
being there, in action, in front of a certain number of 
witnesses, of presences. The triad is dynamic because it 
proposes degrees of interpretation that also take into 
consideration various criteria, including those of the very 
legitimacy of gestures in the process of socialisation. 
         Intimacy is solicited because the body that is present 
utilises the basic, given, elements of the body itself: those 
found in secretions, delirium, or in the nihilist attitude, for 
example. The intimate is that zone of taboos in which the 
public Finds its potential opposition. 
         The inclusion of gestures of intimate actions in a 
public context is a phenomenon that breaks with habits and 
norms. Therefore the nature of value and conditioning is 
questioned. Furthermore, we know that currently intimate 
relationships are also subject to criteria of judgement and 
invoke strata of cultural limitation. 
         The intimacy of the act is often a refusal or a 
repulsion. It also analyses criteria and therefore objectivity. 
The phenomenon of presenting, during a public event, 
actions that normally take place in the utmost intimacy, 
carries with it a degree of interrogation of the cultural, and 
indeed social, system. At the same time, it also establishes 
a degree of tolerance on both sides: whether it's a question 
of the place and its organisation, or of the protagonist and 
their gesticulations. For example, in Viennese Actionism 
there is an incursion of the most intimate gestures, along 
with the profane, in the context of public presentations. 
         In the same way, the intimate is a perturbed zone of 
principles in which anything is possible, because the body 
is at once an extendable material and the seat of one's 
degree of static acceptance. 
        Here, once again, we encounter a type of relationship 
between dynamic and static degrees because the body is a 
divisible whole, made up of membranes and a symbiosis of 
specialisations. 
         The oscillation between the intimate, the private and 
the public is part of the statement's discourse and delivery, 
and this is what I mean by "the tissues of the performative". 
It engenders other systems and establishes strata and 
hierarchies. The intimate enters the public domain; 
therefore, by interfering with it and agitating conditioning 
to varying extents. At the same time public gestures and 
preoccupations with the public tolerate and imply diverse 
levels of practice through which the body effectively 
locates its active presence. The political may or may not 
interact with the body by secretion since human action 
secretes its substances in diverse ways and according to 
diverse orientations. 
N.B.: This and other excellent performance commentaries  










                       
IT WAS VERY NICE  
& I HAVE NOTHING 
by Istvan Kantor  












POEMS 4, 5, & 6 
FROM: WHITE-FACED BROMELIADS ON 20 HECTARES 
(AN ITERATION)  




Nicoya. Nica. Tica. Medellin. How to transfer the lines so line  
endings grab a break. San José calles, three chapulines roving to  
attack stragglers, coconut hillocks yucca bottle-brushed shampoo  
the taped and tattered bills to pass to tourists. 700 colones or $2.60  
A sudden downpour (that's why they call it a rain forest!) I have  
yet to eat in Costa Rica. The modest national clay-colored robin  
Take a dollar, fold it lengthwise, then in half for multi-colored  




Finding a pumpkin seed in your vocabulary. A dead tree becomes  
a bromeliad altar. Policía Rural. Brahmin cattle. Los Angeles,  
Costa Rica's fresh furrows against smoky ridge. Banana chips on  
the bus. Una casada, comida típica lava gushing glowing twilight  
plumes & sputters. Before sunset, bathing in a river heated by  
lava's flow. "Bromeliads" con bromas. Empanadas, the emphasis  
on "filling". "Bocas" meaning "for the mouth" as language forms  




Renamed "Fortuna" ("Luck") when it was the only town left after  
buzz-dived by 6 a.m. hummingbirds volcano with shroud six years  
ago and never left, leggotts, open waisted, fresh-washed canary  
scent. The eggs with salt, black-sugared coffee, how it papayas 
upon tree stalks in front of sugar cane fields. The sap can burn 
your lips savia blanca de la papaya. Ginger plantations 3 or 4 days  
for potent licor de piňa. El Flechazo, hundreds of green sunlight- 









THE DIALECTIC OF TROLLS 
by Helen Lovekin 
 
      The earliest manifestation of my aunt's desire to 
be a troll was her demand that we truncate her large 
and majestic name of Augusta and refer to her only 
by the disgusting appellation of Aunt Gussie. Aunt 
Gussie's acute sense of being born in the wrong body 
was intensified by the fact that her height, 
particularly her columnar legs, had given her a 
lucrative career as a sculptor's model. She posed as 
all the mythical and heroic female figures, the ones 
that stride through national iconography bearing flags 
of victory, holding the scales of justice, or straddling 
heavy farm machinery. 
 
      Many times as a child I accompanied Aunt 
Gussie to the sculptors' studios and knew first hand 
the powerful impact she had on these artists. With 
legs frozen in midstep and one small, firm breast 
peeking over the sheeting swathed around her, Gussie 
would so personify monumental womanhood that 
sculptors of both sexes would continually mutter her 
praises while transforming huge blocks of marble or 
granite into her likeness. 
 
      In my youthful naiveté I was filled with pride 
over the admiration the sculptors bore for my aunt. It 
was much later that I realized Aunt Gussie despised 
the splendid figure nature and good nutrition had 
bestowed upon her. I was almost an adult before I 
realized that she wanted to shrink her body down and 
uglify it, just as she had done with her fulsome birth 
name. 
 
Other clues of Aunt Gussie's desire to be a 
troll could be discerned in her round-shouldered 
stoop and a simian gait she achieved by walking with 
both knees slightly bent. Her natural voice was high 
and sweet, but Aunt Gussie affected a gravely rasp. 
Eventually she devised a troll patois as well. Her 
clothing was so aggressively unbecoming that each 
horrible outfit shouted Gussie's burgeoning 
misanthropy. 
 
      One by one the sculptors who had worked with 
Aunt Gussie for so many years began to wriggle out 
of their commitments and sought other means of 
representing the themes state art commissions are 
made of. One sculptor who could not bear to replace 
Gussie with another model gave up representational 
art entirely and took up the cause of aesthetic 
expression through the medium of industrial scrap. 
Apparently Gussie had been putting her long-time 
employers off by trying to inject her troll mania into 
their work, a mania the sculptors found inconsistent 
both with their image of Gussie and the themes they 
were trying to delineate with their statues. 
       With an increasing amount of time on her hands 
Gussie did a lot of baby-sitting. Children appeared 
delighted to imitate her sloping walk and bad posture. 
They gabbled away in trollese in a well calculated 
effort to drive their parents bonkers. Gussie would 
take her older charges on field trips to see the statues 
she had posed for. T shuddered at the inspired 
subversiveness of this latest activity. After all, a 
replica of Aunt Gussie stood blindfolded outside the 
courthouse, another bore regimental standards atop 
the cenotaph, bronze flags caught forever in a 
metallic flutter, and the museum's main portal was 
crowned with no less than four Gussies, each with 
minor variations, to represent the muses. Tampering 
with icons is a serious business and the political 
ramifications of Gussie's troll fixation were starting 
to make me nervous. 
 
      When the older children were at school Gussie 
could usually be found under bridges with herds of 
pre-schoolers telling and re-telling the cautionary tale 
of Three Billy Goats Gruff. She had twisted the 
ending so that the troll out-smarts the goats rather 
than the other way around and eats all three of them. 
I became alarmed for the children's safety, for trolls 
are well known to consider young humans a 
particular delicacy. If Gussie wanted to pretend to be 
one of these horrible creatures she would have to 
draw the line at snacking on the local off-spring. The 
time had come to intervene and try to convince 
Gussie to seek professional help. To this end I invited 
her over for tea one afternoon. 
 
      When she appeared at my door I confess to taking 
a quick peek outside to see if any of the neighbours 
were watching. Aunt Gussie looked frightful. She 
was wearing a battered camel hair coat that was sizes 
too small for her and a formless wool hat was 
jammed on her head and pulled down to her brow. 
Her boots were caked with mud from her frequent 
walks under bridges and everything she had on was 
in various, turgid shades of brown. 
 
      As I invited Gussie to hang up her coat a strange 
look passed over her face. She paused with the 
hanger in her hand. Suddenly, Gussie darted deep 
into the recesses of my copious hall closet and 
fastened the door shut behind her by hooking the coat 
hanger onto the inside door knob and binding it to 
some firm place. Pull and rattle as I might I could not 
get the door open. 
 
       Gussie was in my hall closet for days, even 
weeks. I slipped her snacks of grilled cheese 
sandwiches pressed very thin so as to fit under the 
door, and I suppose they sustained her. Looking back 
on it I should have had someone take the door off its 
hinges and pry Gussie out. At the time I was afraid 
the authorities would come to lock Gussie up as the 




mental case she clearly was. At the very least I 
assumed that Gussie had powerful enemies because 
her desire to be a troll was an embarrassment to all 
those institutions which had likenesses of her on their 
lawns, facades, and memorials. 
 
      Aunt Gussie's occupation of my hall closet 
seemed interminable but one day, just when my 
patience was about to shrivel into nothingness, the 
closet door swung open. Out walked a diminutive 
figure wallowing in an old camel hair coat that was 
many sizes too big for it. Aunt Gussie had 
metamorphosed into a troll. I recognized her gravely, 
raspy voice instantly. 
 
      "Niecey? Niecey-wiecey?", she teased, poking at 
me with a badly molded grilled cheese sandwich. 
Seeing my disgust with the rancid prod she opened 
her cavernous mouth and dropped the sandwich in. 
"Eat 'em up good, yum-chew", she sang, and she 
popped her leathery, gnarled fingers in 
accompaniment. When she tired of this game Gussie 
announced that she was going back to her old career 
as an artist's model, only this time she would shun 
sculptors in favor of painters who, she felt, would 
regard her new form as the embodiment of our era. 
While dubious of this assessment of modern painting 
I said I was sure that she could get work as a troll 
somewhere. However, I added cautiously, she might 
find that people would treat her differently now that 
she was a troll rather than merely wanting to be one. 
 
      Gussie brushed off this caveat and roughly 
pushed me aside as she hobbled towards the front 
door. She declared that she was going to search for 
her own kind and embark on a new life based on the 
kind of narrow reduction she had forced on her own 
physique. She exuded a sense of malevolent power. It 
was as if she had managed to embody resolute 
philistinism and the practice of squashing down any 
sign of or attempt towards the extraordinary, of 
squelching anything that strayed towards aspirations 
of grandeur. After spending her entire adult life 
giving shape to the imagery of victory Gussie now 
embodied the troll triumphant. She stumped out of 
my home, slamming the door on me and everything 
else in her former existence to go in search of her 
own like-minded, like-figured kind. 
   
    It took some time but I gradually realized that 
Gussie's metamorphosis was not as remarkable as I 
first believed. I started to read about it in newspaper 
advice columns. Distraught friends and relatives were 
reporting the secret shame of standing by and 
watching a loved one scrunch down to troll size and 
leave home to join Gussie and her ilk. There was a 
sort of fantastical fourth column out there poised to 
attack and reduce everything to troll proportioned 
doses. 
 
      I have come to suspect their presence in almost 
every major institution in the land, and am 
particularly suspicious of those institutions that have 
statues of Gussie in her former size on their property. 
I can no longer watch television for fear of troll 
contagion. I shun fast food outlets because they were 
Gussie's favorite places to eat. These days I wear 
high, high heels and back comb my hair into a huge 
bouffant in an effort to look bigger than I really am. I 
tell everybody I meet about the imminent attack of 
the trollpeople. Most simply try to avoid me at all 
costs but some, a select group, also wear the highest 
of heels and sport great bushy hairdos. Together we 









#11- BAMBI –  
THE REAL STORY  
FROM:  
THE ONCE UPON A TIME STORIES  
of Opal Louis Nations 
 
Once upon a time during an undetermined period in 
history lived the mammal Bambi, member of the 
species Odocoileus Virginianus, commonly referred 
to as the whitetailed deer of some intrinsic value. 
Protected from extinction by ordinance, Bambi was 
born naturally without veterinary expense under a 
thicket in a wooded area marked by conservation 
under the umbrella of the National park System 
maintained at some cost to the taxpayer. Newborn 
Bambi's probable average length was somewhere 
between forty and fifty centimeters. While still an 
awkward young fawn, he was taught by his mother 
that he was a deer. How she did this is not exactly 
known. All we do know is that instruction was given 
free of charge. Bambi also learned that deer did not 
kill other animals either for food or profit and the 
jaybird was then singled out as being a prime 
example of the former. He learned, too, that deer 
should not be finicky in their dietary likes and 
dislikes, that deer should venture from hidden 
positions to go to the meadow only in the early 
morning and late in the evening and thus nibble 
leaves, twigs, shrubs and non-woody plants it must 
learn to relish or suffer without. 
 
      Bambi was told that a vegetarian diet as such was 
both wholesome and inexpensive and that the cost to 
taxpayers was negligible. He was told to rely on the 
rustle of last year's dead leaves to give warning of 
approaching danger and that should he be caught on 
the rocks it was every man for himself. On his first 
visit to the meadow Bambi held a conversation with a 
grasshopper. This marked the beginning of Bambi's 
strange behavior that at first puzzled his mother but 
later turned to concern over her son's sanity. He took 
a close look at a butterfly and was taught the wonder 
of metamorphosis which almost made his long and 
overdeveloped eyelashes curl. 
 
      One evening, Bambi and his mother went to the 
meadow again, a fresh crop of purple-headed 
sneezeweed had sprung up and his mum wanted first 
dibs. On his second visit he was introduced to a hare 
who he thought somewhat effeminate with its big soft 
eyes and floppy ears. Unimpressed, Bambi felt more 
at home with his cousins, Gobo and Faline, and their 
mother, Ena. The two families were about to separate 
when two stags with spreading antlers came crashing 
out of the forest. It was obvious they had been at the 
goofy mushrooms again. Bambi's mother explained 
that the larger of the two lazy, good-for-nothings was 
his father. As he grew older, Bambi had not only 
sampled all the root-plants of the woods, but he had 
developed a craving for hikers sandwiches and knew 
just how to look helpless and forlorn enough to get 
second helpings. 
      Sometimes Bambi's mother went off to forage for 
herself. Missing her one day, Bambi started out to 
look for her and came upon a large meadow full of 
yellow Oregon double bladder pod, his favorite 
mustard plant. Bambi gorged himself 'til his bulging 
flanks could hold no more. His legs, unable to bear 
the weight of his body any longer, gave out. Bambi, 
upon falling in the grass, slept. Upon waking, Bambi 
started out in search of his mother once more. He 
came upon his cousins in a swatch of delicious Blue-
Eyed Marys. Faline suggested that both their mothers 
might have gone off to the Cottontail Club to see the 
new Lepus Review. Bambi decided to continue the 
search alone. As he stood at the edge of a clearing, he 
saw a creature he had never seen before. The creature 
whirred and hummed and looked like three sticks 
mounted by a strange worm with an enormous eye. 
Terrified, Bambi ran back into the woods as fast as 
his legs could take him. All of a sudden his mother 
appeared, and running they headed for home 
territory. 
 
      When they had traveled a safe distance Bambi 
asked his mother for an explanation in regards to the 
creature he had encountered. "Don't worry," 
explained his mother. "It's just another film crew 
from the Southwest on documentary assignment, 
probably to shoot nature footage on our territory." 
"Wow!" said Bambi, his eyeballs almost popping out 
of their sockets. "I've always wanted to be in 
movies." With that Bambi sped off in the direction 
from which they had made their escape. His mother 
called after him to come back and to think of the 
danger he was letting himself in for, but it was no 
use. Just as soon as Bambi caught sight of the camera 
in a field of wide throated monkey flowers 
surrounded by cedar, he threw caution to the wind 
and ventured out in front of its enormous lens. 
 
      First he performed a number of impressive 
glissades. This was followed by a few perfect 
entrechats. The crew were taken aback, but before 
they could establish contact, Bambi, bearing a 
pretentious shy look, rapidly fluttered his enormous 
eyelids, then made a dash for the woods. A few days 
later while foraging in the glade, Bambi called out for 
his mother for she was lost from view. Suddenly a 
great stag stood before him. Coldly he asked Bambi 
why he had made a spectacle of himself in front of 
film people who were considered outsiders. By now 
the whole forest knew of the details. The stag went 
on to state that he had made fun of his species and 
had degraded the hoofed kingdom irreparably. The 
little deer hung his head in shame and later kept the 
upbrading from his mother who already suffered 
scorn from members of her family. Bambi learned 
later that he had met the Old Prince, the biggest and 
wisest stag in the forest who bore enormous antlers of 
great financial value in hunting circles. 
 
      One morning Bambi was nibbling in a meadow of 
celery leaved lovage with his mother when one of the 
stags came out of the forest. Suddenly there was a 
crash. The stag, in the process of trying to perfect a 
pas de basque, had instead made a salto mortale. The 
jagged rock upon which the animal had unfortunately 
met its end ran with blood. Bambi in fright raced 
away after his mother. All he wanted was to go 
deeper and deeper into the forest away from the sight 
of blood he so detested. Blood reminded Bambi of 
raw meat, and raw meat made his stomach turn. 




Besides, he had always been and will always remain 
a strict vegetarian. Deep in the forest Bambi met up 
with the Old Prince again. When Bambi asked 
whether the crew had finished filming, the stag 
replied that he would find out for himself, then 
disappeared. 
 
      The forms and feelings of the forest gradually 
changed as summer passed into fall and fall into 
winter. Snow fell, and fresh meals were hard to find. 
All the deer became more friendly during the cold 
months. They would gather to share ribald rutting 
tales and whole-earth salad recipes. Sometimes the 
stags would join in and tell of outrageous antler-
thrashing bouts. Bambi grew to admire the stags. He 
bore special admiration for Ronno, the stag able to 
discuss natural philosophy with senior members of 
Ovis Canadensis or bighorn sheep species. The 
constant topic of conversation among the bucks was 
documentary film making. Although all were 
forbidden encounters with crews, they bitterly 
resented Bambi's sudden thrust into the limelight. 
 
      As the winter dragged on, a thinning out of 
weaker animals began. This was done by the issue of 
special permits given to eager hunters. A hungry 
crow killed a baby hare right in Bambi's 
neighborhood. A squirrel raced around with a neck 
wound a ferret had given him. A vulpes-vulpes 
murdered a tawny shouldered podargus. Both 
Bambi's mother and cousin Gobo were shot and it 
was feared they were both cooked and eaten with 
roast potatoes and steam-cooked vegetables. 
 
      That spring Bambi grew his first pair of antlers 
and won first prize for having the softest velvety 
spikes at the yearling events. Now an orphan with no 
maternal protection, Bambi suffered the wrath of 
stags who drove him away when he tried to approach. 
Even Faline was told to stay clear of him. Deciding 
one day to put on a brave face and to ignore the 
infamous stories being said about him, Bambi 
charged at what he thought was one of his tormentors 
in a thicket. The stag stepped aside, and Bambi 
charged past him. It was the Old Prince. 
Embarrassed, the young deer began to smooth things 
over by putting on his usual on-camera dance act. 
Effecting a number of complex ballad steps, Bambi 
gave a spectacular performance. But Old Prince only 
muttered something about fairies, turned majestically, 
and disappeared into the woods. 
 
      A year later Bambi met Faline, and they became 
firm friends again. Then an older stag named Karus 
appeared and tried to block Bambi's path. When 
Bambi nimbly performed his monster-Grendal act 
from the ballet adaptation of the folk tale Beowulf, 
Karus fled, as did the slag Ronno who had been 
pursuing Faline. Faline and Bambi ventured into a 
sticky-haired tidy tip carpeted meadow one day and 
there saw a stranger nibbling at the stalks. They were 
surprised when he came skipping up to them and 
asked if they did not know him. It was Gobo. Hunters 
had caught him and had not shot, cooked, and eaten 
him with roast potatoes and steam-cooked veggies, 
but had kept him until he was fully grown. Then he 
had been sent back to join his family in the forest. 
His mother was delighted to see him once more. 
Gobo explained his absence to an admiring audience, 
then told of how Bambi's mother had been shot, 
taxidermized, and sold to Macy's as part of a 
Christmas Santa window exhibit. 
 
      While Gobo was talking, the Old Prince appeared 
and asked Gobo about the strings of threaded stones 
draped about his antlers. Gobo answered that he had 
been taken care of by a long-haired hippie couple 
who had dressed his bony growth with love beads. 
The macho Old Prince remarked pityingly that he and 
Gobo should live together as they would make a 
perfectly matched pair, and vanished. Gobo and 
Bambi did fall in love with each other and did for a 
while live together under the shade of the same 
thicket. But Gobo and Bambi could not live as did the 
other deer in the forest,. Shunned by their own kind, 
they grazed during daylight and slept at night. 
 
      One day, when the film crew returned, thrilled at 
having found Bambi, their reluctant prima donna, the 
pair staged a self-choreographed ballet entitled 
"Cupid and Psyche," the ancient Greek allegory of 
love from the Golden Age. Bambi played Cupid with 
panache while Gobo took Psyche, and Faline the 
lesser role of Venus, goddess of love. The entire 
production only took a week to shoot and drew rave 
notices from The Sierra Club and the National 
Wildlife Foundation when it came out. Bambi and his 
friends became enormously famous which annoyed 
the Old Prince and excited jealousy among the other 
lesser known bucks. One day when Bambi and the 
Old Prince were walking together through the glades, 
they came upon a hare caught in a noose. Carefully, 
the Old Prince managed to loosen the snare with his 
antlers. "This is how you will end up," said the Old 
Prince, "should you decide to leave your friends and 
neighbors and go join the movie colony to the South. 
 
      Bambi considered the wise old stag's advice. 
Then he showed Bambi how to test tree branches for 
a trap. Watching the wise one's demonstration made 
Bambi realize that not all biped animals are his 
friends. Shortly after this, the Old Prince went off to 
die in the forest. One misty morning, as Bambi and 
Gobo were filming the dance musical adaptation of 
1Brideshead Revisited" by Evelyn Waugh, Bambi 
suffered a fatal accident. Refusing to let a double 
stand in for him during the dangerous Spanish Civil 
war scenes, Bambi, who was portraying Cordelia, 
slipped and fell into a loyalist trench which had been 
filled with extras carrying rifles and fixed bayonets. 
As he lay mortally wounded in a semi-conscious 
state, his mind drifted back to the simple life of the 
forest. He thought he heard a voice beside him urging 
him to get up. It was the Old Prince. For a long while 
the veteran led Bambi through the woods, crossing 
and recrossing the places where he had lain in the 
summer sun taking in the smells of the Blue Dicks 
and Star Swertia as he watched the Ruddy Turnstones 
and Yellow-Shafted Flickers singing in the treetops. 
The Old Prince pointed out to him the different herbs, 
their properties and applications. Then, just as 
quickly as the Old Prince had appeared before him, 












It was the one thing we both loved- 
the treble clef rendered in rose marble,  
a curving column sleek as a woman's shape,  
heavy as a sigh,  
a struck sound lingering high  
in the air of the subterranean gallery.  
It kept drawing us back 
like it was the first thing we shared,  
or the last. The woman behind the desk  
asked if we agreed on everything,  
if we were that kind of couple- 
"Some couples come in, married forty years,  
they don't agree on anything" –  
and we made some joke and walked  
far apart together into Whistler Village.  
Out of the snow-filled light  
the skiers slid like angels  
bound by gravity, unable to take flight  
they fell all day down the side of the scarred 
mountain.  
At the bar near the bottom of the lift  
the blond teenagers with their burned faces  
crowded the patio, tired, ecstatic,  
stepping awkwardly in their suits  
and boots as if this was a strange planet  
where the simplest things had to be learned  
over again. It was here you said something  
or didn't say enough, in a whisper  
or was it a shout that brought down the avalanche— 
I could not breathe for the flood  
that carried me past you into solitude.  
I wanted to tell you about this drowning,  
to stir a space in the snow  
and show a hand, but in this place no echo  
or cry for help could score the air.  
We were already too far past each other  



















THE PSYCHIATRIST RETIRES 
 
Fifteen years later, and  
"It's time,"  you say,  
announcing this casual news  
at the start of the session as though  
it were a summer vacation or a conference  
out of town, little cause for alarm  
or effect of any kind. Somehow  
you've turned sixty years old  
in the space of a single conversation,  
your toddling daughter now a teen,  
your son sent off to university,  
and at half your age I look around the office  
and think, "But what will happen  
to the plants, who will take care  
of them?" You'd acquired so many  
over the years that the room began to seem  
like something out of a green dream,  
soaked in chlorophyll, a tropical jungle  
or a forest at night, all these plants  
breathing, needing attention, their veins  
pumping secrets to their buried hearts.  
This was the only place I knew you.  
As if you had no other life. 
As if you lived in this office like a troll  
under a bridge, a hermit in the hermitage,  
suspended in formaldehyde light  
until I blinked you into being. 
All those years climbing the green stairs  
to the sound of your coughing  
behind the closed door, then the hour  
of learning to listen to the meaning  
behind the words, learning to listen to that voice.  
We were removed from the world, but in it.  
Maybe in the heart of it, in the bone cage of it.  
Where the heart opens, closes,  
stretches like the skin of a drum  
in its monster terror. Tell me again 
that absence isn't equal to vanishing,  
to never was. I've learned your language  
after all, pulled your silver self  
through my veins like water,  
here in this greenhouse room  
where next year an accountant  
or an architect will take your place,  
narrow heads bent to their papered desks. 





by bill bissett 
 
                           
 
sew i don’t know 
what aneething meens        
its a long storee isint it  
that i dont reelee  
undrstand 
 
ther may b mor 2 it  
thn anee uv us knows  
sum peopul say th gods  
or sum uv them have  
cum 2 erth n hung  
with us   moovd among  
all uv us   th connexyuns  
solid ther 
 
othrs say theyr skeptikul  
sumtimez beleeving life is  
neithr eternal or beautiful  
enuff 2 beer th horrors uv  
what has happend n can 
 
stars comingul in our  
heds   they play ther xciting  
our transmittrrs n we ar 
nevr big alwayze small  
littul things biggr thn sparrows  
n smallr thn treez   mostlee tho  
our feelings ar sumtimez  
huge 
 
n thos change n go down  
in2 us   as we grow bcum  
beetul n dragon fly 
 
evn if ther are no gods as sum 
peopul say   xsept what we 
dreem   we can still love 
4 pees   n th tendr road 
 
n.b.; by the time of publication for  this issue,  bill bissett’s new book peter among th towring boxes/text bites  





THREE TEXTS  




Lost Way Lost 
 
Somewhere off from near beyond a clear-cut choice made much before what led to all 
that is behind the point of no view more being made than having faded from sight to far 
from what’s been said might be construed as less than where things are how one turn 
given can take a way to lose a trek instead of moving one step further on or being lost in 
arriving at an abandoned principal region where rebel hordes overrun drugs barren mind 
that all you need is shove push has come to an impasse shunned by not just another pretty 
phase to get your thoughts behind what stutter-lip and stammer-tongue have gone and 
Götterdamerung the curtain down on the spot to which they got when thought gave out 
what body’d been saying all along was done to a wrong turn taken aback right when the 
route was forked by a tongue unspoken wheel we’ll wail at while wool will well wear out 
its welcome in the age of synthetics and virtual everything virtually everywhere 
wondering where anywhere is any more than enough is too much to endure the loss of a 






Dreaming sleep and dreaming eyes slipping dream into dream of deeper sleep that slips 
layers of the mind inside a dream of what’s behind and before eyes closed on the self and 
on the world before the self become the world behind the blind that sleep peers at 
shadows on to puzzle out a form from what mind distills in dream dreamt of shapes 
behind, before, within the closed self dreaming signs out of mind, your mind, any mind 
signing the world behind the self, the self behind the world burning closer to dream 
slipping layers of behind beneath below, below meaning what we would know, beneath 
below meaning what we can’t know now, puzzle of form of matter what will, what 
puzzle of form matter is lifts layers of mind from dream’s lips speaking form seeking 
matter out of mind, out of your mind sleeping, dreams seeping from a crevice in a brain 
thoughts are enacted in a world before the self behind the mind inside a puzzle on a 
screen the mind is dreaming in images beyond words the images are couched in, words 
lying in a brain dreams creep from. 
 






alphabetically Dutton Oswald Snow and pray nominally St. Paul St. John St. Michael and 
pronominally he he he and him him him or just plain they or them incriminated here nor 
there not doing time for settling scores but only being in bars to forge a fine confusion 
with a hand a mouth a breath a lie sir for which who’s gun’s where was what’s to blame’s 
a bull’s-eye a bull’s hit legerdemain light tomorrow felons for hire hier today gone yes 
two more at the sign of the cross lingual holmes-pun or simply someplace else where the 
usual cheating goes on and you’re never quite sure till your wallet’s gone just what was 
took when flip slides in an’ doubt is all you have to test your senses with from squeak of 
chair to squish of cheek or finger-pad upon a piece of plastic flutter of the hand or tongue 
at tooth a circus bard or sore cut bored a single oscillating tone by dour dial grumble-
throat hits muffle-mouth and mallet-hand strikes strings around who’s reed is bit his bass 
will roll or pop a tongue a cat’ll drive the get-away car tuneless through what trackless 
road to read between the timbre-lines a song unsung with words begun back where the 
rubber cheques were passed remembering not that anybody’s counting on deciding for 
themselves where the piece begins the sentence ends the court’s adjourned and c’est this 
is if ever is was est ou est was ouest ou où est est the twain shall meet the thwack on this 
or any other mapless who-knows-what is which with wind and wired current overblown 
wood or metal throat beyond a tone inhaled through pinched lips phonics blundered 
length waived hemisphere left wry tear mixed in a gliss of what’s key on a scale of one 
too many and one more further owed though no one’s getting paid for this believe me 
when I suck a bee flat or blow a nay sharper than a nigh to a blonde clothes-horse back at 
the hide-out where we split the spoils up then break another law and tour on toe unto air 
we oh-ed and odd though it may seem less how we string our crimes together and show 
more that we cross each other’s turf it’s an open-and-shut case of dual-eyed entities 
springing to life on the spur of the moment and aliasing around a junky air turned blue 
with flat sevenths and sharp turns to brake and enter on a curved ramp in a high-speed 
chase that’s cut to size up and down the road a piece where we give ’em the slip and slide 




[Note: The players in the free-improvisation band CCMC are Paul Dutton (voice and harmonica), John 
Oswald (alto sax), and Michael Snow (piano, CAT synthesizer). This text originally appeared on the 










sacred sacred  
sacred  sacred  sacred 
sacred sacred sacred sacred 
sacred sacred  sacred  sacred sacred 
sacred sacred sacred sacred sacred sacred 
sacred sacred sacred scared sacred sacred sacred 
sacred sacred sacred sacred sacred sacred 
sacred sacred sacred sacred sacred 
sacred  sacred  sacred  sacred 
sacred  sacred  sacred 
sacred sacred  
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From SHAVING CUTS ON THE 
MOON by Gary Barwin 
* 
in the tent of Genghis Khan 
a bicyclist’s water bottle 
the sharpened stub of a toe 
the map of the world scrunched up small 
* 
a fish chomping a stogie 
a boy in a black coat 
Uncle Mort finds a new world  
touching his toes 
* 
I have simple needs 
gargling woodland animals while playing the lute 
my fingers longing for the slim black phone 
* 
an orthodontist wearing skates 
wades into a lake 
waits til it freezes 
cracks appear in a room full of smoke 
* 
in the tent of Genghis Khan 
the west wind drinks from a bicycle 





we wake together 
put on the same 
oversized skin 
 
it’s baggy and there’s 
room for both of us inside 
I shave while you 
wash where required 
 
we chose clothes 
our favourite belt and shoes 
share breakfast 
open the door to the bone blue world 
 
much larger, brighter 







BROKEN GLASS COWBOY 
 
He was Johnny Appleseed except he didn’t do apples. He 
didn’t sew seeds. He created no orchards. But he was 
concerned. He crossed the country barefoot, visited 
parking lots. He’d bend low over asphalt, examine with 
his blue eyes. His long fingers would move like the legs 
of a spider and he’d pick up glass, for in nearly every 
parking lot across America, at some time, a bottle has 
been broken. Glass has grown wild. And sooner or later, 
Chester Shardman would arrive. 
 
Perhaps it’s Saturday night, and Dan and Joe are 
stumbling downtown, talking loud, making power guitar 
sounds with their lips. They’re drinking beer. Dan holds 
up his just-emptied Coors and hurls it at a wall. It shatters. 
A flock of glass, a brown rain. A simple Saturday night 
fracture. It descends upon the parking spot of John, wearer 
of shoe polish, owner of software and golf clubs, cherisher 
of a class ring, and a beer glass from his graduating class. 
 
The glass waits in darkness until the commute 
begins. It begins to sparkle as the line-ups in the coffee 
drive-thrus lengthen. Dan and Joe are sleeping. Dan 
dreams the bones of his forehead fracturing, the fragments 
breaking free like snow rising toward the dawn sky. Dan 
thinks of a hand plunging into water, droplets splashing 
onto the floor around the sink. John starts his car and 
begins to drive to work.  
 
 Chester Shardman follows the trail of fractured 
glass. He is the Hansel and Gretel of the broken bottle, 
finding his way home. It’s been years since he first began. 
November was chill and Chester left the shores of the 
Atlantic, following glass to the Pacific. Chester arrives at 
the parking spot of John the deskdweller. John of the 
decent  handshake and the well-made cold call. Chester 
bends down on one knee, the bride of the yellow line. He 
brushes his wide palm over the black tarmac, feels the 
sharp spines of glass. Glass does not respect the painted 
line, the wheels of cars, the reserved for employees sign. 
Chester works quickly, diligently, plucking between 
finger and thumb the brown seeds. He is a chicken 
working the yard and soon he has gathered the glass into 
his turned-up apron. He strides into an alleyway. He will 
heal what was rent assunder. He will piece the glass 
together, form a bottle out of small notions. A network of 
tiny seams surround the thin eyes of glass. The bottle 
seems alive, a hand, a leg, a baby’s head. It is wrapped in 
a delta of life nourishing veins.  
 
 Chester carries the bottle inside his shirt, 
protecting it like an infant. He will walk across town and 
up the fire-escape stairs to Dan’s apartment. Dan the 
bottle thrower. Dan of the bone flock forehead. Chester 
places the reborn bottle into the sleeping hands of Dan and 
creeps away, perhaps for breakfast, perhaps to another 
glass-bejeweled parking lot on the other side of town. 
Finally, Dan wakes, discovers the bottle in his hands. At 
that moment,  language is inconceivably broken, its 




COCHLEAL CAROUSING: SOUND POETRY IN MY EAR 
by Steven Ross Smith 
 
 gadji beri bimba 
 glandridi lauli lonni cadori 
 gadjama bim beri glassala 
 glandridi glassala tuffm i zimbrabim 
 
Klanggedichte, Hugo Ball,  
at the Cabaret Voltaire, Zurich, 1916 
 
 
 Hugo Ball, wearing a cylindrical costume 
made of cardboard, ("so that I looked like an 
obelisk") chanted the above passage while being 
carried onto the stage in the dark at the Cabaret 
Voltaire, likely one of the first 'happenings' of the 
twentieth century. Ball states, in his biography Flight 
Out of Time: "I have invented a new genre of poems, 
'Verse ohne Worte' [poems without words] or 
'Lautgedichte' [sound-poems], in which the balance 
of the vowels is weighed and distributed solely 
according to the values of the beginning sequence." 
The Cabaret Voltaire took place in February 1916. 
While Ball has been taken at his word, in many 
accounts, in fact, verbal and 'de-verbal' adventurers 
had preceded him, so this was just one of several 
nodes of beginning.  
 It took another half century for this species 
of poetry to make itself known to me, and it came 
before I knew the term sound-poetry, and before I 
knew I had a penchant for sonic strangeness and 
invention. In a music survey course at Ryerson 
Institute, once we had eared our way through the 
classics, we veered into contemporary music 
innovators. My cochlea lit up with the amazing 
vocalizations in recordings of the compositions of  
Karlheinz Stockhausen, and caught fire at American 
composer Steve Reich's astounding piece Come Out. 
Reich's piece is an electronic manipulation of a 
human voice, with one phrase looped repeatedly and 
altered by channel phase-shifting. I was floored. Or 
perhaps blasted off is more accurate. It was 1967. 
Soon afterward, I witnessed a live performance, by 
John Cage, of an electronic and indeterminate 
composition based on a chess game where the 
movement of the chess pieces altered the sonorities. I 
don't recall vocalization there, but the confrontation 
with concepts of melody and determinacy were 
challenging and fascinating. The coup de grace 
sonore came galloping into my consciousness on the 
hooves of The Four Horsemen -- bpNichol, Steve 
McCaffery, Paul Dutton, and Rafael Barreto-Rivera -
- the night I heard them perform in about 1970, at 
Sheridan College on the outskirts of Toronto. Nichol 
swayed and hammered on the end of a four-by four 
hunk of wood, McCaffery whined and sputtered, 
Dutton gutturalized, and Barreto-Rivera breathed 
loudly and intoned, and the structured cacophony 
built to a crescendo, a screamed prayer for Vladimir 
"M-A-Y-A-K-O-V-S-K-Y". And that was not all. It 
was electrifying.  
 Around 1973 I became involved in a sound 
workshop led by Steve McCaffery which led to the 
formation of The Cosmic Handkerchief, a quintet, if 
my memory serves well,  featuring McCaffery, Pat 
Elliott, me, Edna (whose surname name has escaped 
me), and, I think, the actor Mary Barton. We had fun, 
stretched the limits of our individual inhibitions, and 
gave one performance. Through this I came to know 
McCaffery fairly well and Nichol a little. Proximity 
to my sources of inspiration validated my keenness. I 
became interested in finding a context for myself. In 
1975 I was in a writers' group and talked about 
forming a sound workshop. Richard Truhlar, Michael 
Dean, Dave Penhale, Brian Dedora and I got together 
to 'discuss,' and before long we met in Brian's writing 
and framing studio. When we'd talked and sipped a 
bit to boost our understanding and our confidence, we 
stood nervously in a loose circle and started to intone, 
grumble, and puff. I remember a rather primitive, 
rhythmic, and ejaculatory piece based on the sounds 
in the word 'Hiroshima'. It was demonstrative of 
noisy horror. In those days -- more innocent times -- 
we were unconcerned with cultural appropriation in 
our quest for sonic emphasis. After that first jam we 
had to sit down for a while, to recover, and use whole 
and familiar words to qualify and quantify our 
visceral experience. The release of energy propelled 
four of us forward into a group identity. Brian 
dropped away, and the rest of us carried on. Dave 
Penhale and Michael Dean had links to an area in 
Ontario around southern Georgian Bay, so we 
decided to name ourselves Owen Sound. 
 In the near ten years of performing, Owen 
Sound explored abstract sound, improvisation, action 
poems, gesture poems, conceptual pieces, costume 
poems, live combinations of acoustic and electronic 
work, multi-texting, noise, and even children's toy 
instruments  -- in short just about anything that 
caught our creative ears and eyes, and seemed like a 
challenge for performance. We jammed, buzzed, 
clutched, danced, posed, and appeared clothed, 
masked, bagged, foil-wrapped, and in Michael Dean's 
case, bare-chested. We made one e.p. recording, and 
two audiocassettes, plus some other 'spin-off' 
recordings. We occasionally performed with other 
sound poets (notably The Horsemen) and jazz 
musicians (Ted Moses, Mike Malone, Memo 
Acevedo, Don Naduriak). We were featured on a 
CBC radio show. And our performances took us 
across Canada and to Europe. We were always aware 
of our 'mentors' and tried to honour them and the 
form, while forging our own path . . . or as we used to 
say, "our ow(e)n sound."  
  It's been about twenty-eight years since I 
made my first sound-as-art utterances. My most 
recent ones will be made just as this article is being 
published. What has held me to this form? As at the 
beginning, and still today, I'm attracted to the 
physicality and energy of language and language 
molecules as rendered through 'sound poetry'. The 
source of expression is centered in the body and in 
the breathing/speaking apparatus. I like the potential 
power there. And the option of subtlety. I also like 
the way that whole language and its particles can be 
integrated with conceptualization, and I am excited 
and stretched by collaboration. I see and hear 
language brought to life in sound and action; poetry 
is given a three dimensional aspect. This enables an 
opening into realms of abstraction and indeterminacy 
which have vitalized other art forms, such as music, 
theatre, and even painting, but seem missing in more 
conventional literary exploration.  
 When encountering my early vocal 
capabilities and limitations, I 'caught up' to the 
history of the form. That history can be traced to 
dates well before Hugo Ball's chanting performances 
that sent him into trance and frightened him into early 
retirement. There were the Russian Futurists 
Khlebnikov and Kruchenykh in 1910, and before that 
Paul Scheerbart's Kikakoku! Ekoralaps! in 1897, 
repeatedly referred to as the first phonetic poem. 
Christian Morgenstern's work began before this -- 
about 1875 -- but his notable phonetic piece Der 
grosse Lalula was composed in 1902. Preceding the 
above are the language games, ritual chants, and 




mouth- and throat-singing of earlier cultures. Over 
the course of more than a century the form has been 
developed by many  practitioners world-wide. In 
1921 Kurt Schwitters began writing his famous 
Ursonate, (inspired by Raoul Hausman's poem which 
begins with the line "fmsbwtäzäu"). Ursonate was 
completed in 1932. François Dufrêne began incanting 
his cri-rhythms in the '50s and in England Bob 
Cobbing began sounding. Parisian artist Henri 
Chopin swallowed a mike and recorded his interior 
poésie sonore in the '70s. Paula Claire, Bob Cobbing 
and Bill Griffiths formed Koncrete Canticle about 
1975. In 1977 the Tenth International Festival of 
Sound Poetry in Amsterdam, gathered artists 
(including Owen Sound) from Europe and North 
America, and called the event and the work tekst in 
geluid. In 1978 a group of us (Steve McCaffery, Sean 
Ohuigin, myself and others) hosted the Eleventh 
International Festival of Sound Poetry in Toronto. 
Through the century the form has been called by 
other names, including: soundsinging (Dutton), text-
sound-performance, vocalism, song-signals 
(Cobbing), ‘parole in libertá’ or words in freedom 
(Futurists), lettrisme (France), and audiopoems 
(Chopin). 
My own primary influences include the 
individuals in the astonishing Horsemen; England's 
Bob Cobbing; Bernard Heidsieck of France (who 
began in sound work in 1955 and intense action 
performances in 1962); and the elemental and 
compelling  François Dufrêne, though I  heard him 
perform live only once in 1977.  
 Some other European sound artists I've been 
fortunate to meet and hear, just to name a few, 
include Clive Fencott, Lawrence Upton, and Cris 
Cheek,  known as the group jgjgjg; Katalin Ladik; 
Greta Monach; Gerhard Ruhm. And in Canada today 
we have many veteran, new, and varied voices: bill 
bissett Christian Bök,  Penn Kemp, Gerry Shikatani, 
W. Mark Sutherland,  Doug Barbour & Stephen 
Scobie (Re:sounding), and more. This list is 
incomplete. I am not attempting to write a definitive 
history here, nor lay out in detail the tremendous 
variety of expressive possibilities in this form. That 
information could fill a book -- and has. 
 This essay you're reading is, I hope, an 
appetizer, a teaser, to give some information, and to 
send you looking and listening for more. An excellent 
summary of the origins and development sound 
poetry to the late '70s may be found in Steve 
McCaffery's 'Survey' at the beginning of Sound 
Poetry: A Catalogue. If you can't hear live sound 
poetry where you are, there is plenty of recorded 
material, though some may be hard to find. Recently 
released is Carnivocal, a CD anthology of Canadian 
creators; others recorded, and I believe available, 
include Jaap Blonk, Bob Cobbing, Bernard 
Heidsieck, Penn Kemp, CCMC,  AWOL Love Vibe. 
And an international four-CD compilation, a fabulous 
survey, including an extensive catalogue produced by 
Dmitry Bulatov was published in 2001 -- Homo 
Sonorus, published by The National Center for 
Contemporary Art, Kaliningrad, Russia. A partial list 
of other recordings follows this article. 
 I have suggested that sound poetry has 
several forms. I'll attempt some categorization, by no 
means definitive: 
● Unplugged solo scored work, where the 
composer/performer follows a text, usually with 
some freedom in expression of the verbal or 
phonemic elements. Note that I call the sound artist a 
'composer/performer' because, even when 
interpreting someone else's score there is 
compositional input by the performer. This form can 
include chant, rhythm, abstraction, noise, words and 
non-words. (Cobbing, bissett, Bök, Kemp, Cain, 
Blonk). 
●  Unplugged ensemble work, which involves two or 
more composer/performers exploring verbal and 
phonemic overlays, counterpoints, and other 
embellishments. (Horsemen, Owen Sound, 
Re:sounding, jgjgjg, AWOL Love Vibe). 
●  Action Poetry integrated with either of the above, 
including gesture, stance, props, drama, concept. 
(Heidsieck, Dean). 
●  Electronic. Any of the above which includes 
electronic or digital manipulation created during 
recording, by editing, overlays, etc., or by the use of 
effects such as delays, reverb, flanging, etc.(Truhlar, 
Chopin, Reich). 
●  Collaboration with musicians, which may include 
scored or extemporaneous compositions. Usually 
working against melody and may include words, 
phrases, vocables, phonemes, voice-as-instrument, 
instrument-as-voice, and all combinations of the 
above. A suggested range includes Phil Minton in 
front of an adventurous band, riffing on the lyrics of 
Jimi Hendrix; or Paul Dutton skronking vowel and 
consonant micro-particles with CCMC. (Also DUCT, 
Gary Barwin, AbAna). 
●  There is almost always an element of 
improvisation in all of the above. I could go on. The 
variations are almost endless and overlap with other 
art forms. But the best way to know the possibilities 
is through hearing them, not by reading my straining 
toward description. 
 Sound poetry is exciting because it is 
visceral. Time has not lessened its vitality. It is an 
international form not limited by the language(s) one 
speaks. And it seems to have room to embrace the 
unplugged acoustic solo artists like Jaap Blonk, or 
live performance ensembles such as Kedrick 
James/Verbomotorhead/AWOL Love Vibe, and the 
cutting-edge technophiles like Richard Truhlar. The 
currency seems intact. 
 My relationship to language when 
composing my own word-based poetic work has been 
affected  by sound poetry. It has opened my horizons 
and put an edge in my work that likely would not 
have been there otherwise. It has certainly attuned my 
ear to the music, assonant or dissonant, of language. 
And it has broadened my definition of poetry well 
beyond the narrative-in-verse mode. In my current 
word poetry, I am striving for the kind of multiplicity 
of voices and meanings that I have found in multi-
voice sound poems. Collaboration seems to have 
made me multiple, even when soloing, on or off the 
page. And the scree-slope of  improvisation offers a 
scary, enervating, and strength-building terrain to 
scramble on.  
 So, to return to my own history. In the mid-
eighties Richard Truhlar and I went into his modest 
studio and messed with electronic effects and 
overdubbing, which opened up new horizons for us, 
and resulted in a performance and a recording. In the 
early nineties I  moved to Saskatoon. There were no 
sound poets there, nor any persons aspiring to the 
form. But I did manage to locate some musicians 
interested in improvisation and collaborative 
creation. We became DUCT, and embarked on nine 
years of monthly performances which incorporated 
instrumental and vocal sounds, and noise made with 
tools, appliances and objects. We wove these sounds 
into extended extemporaneous compositions. The 
group has, at different times included Roy Sydiaha, 
Lia Pas (niece of bpNichol), Ed Pas, David Grosse, 
Wilf Tucker, Bettina Grassman, Gilles Turcotte, 
Chris Cawthray (of  Toronto), and myself. 
 A post script, or a new opening, occurred in 
July 2000, when Richard Truhlar, Michael Dean, and 
I regrouped as Owen Sound, after almost fifteen 





Toronto. It felt almost as though we hadn't missed a 
beat. We fired simultaneous texts, vocal textures and 
dramatic action from the stage; the sounds 
reverberated in the amphitheatre and echoed back to 
us our younger selves. And when I heard us giving 
voice -- or when I hear Paul Dutton, or Lia Pas, or 
Christian Bök sounding today -- I hear, in the 
over/under/through-tones, Christian Morgenstern, 
Kurt Schwitters, and all those others, singing, what 
Hugo Ball called "the innermost alchemy of the 
word." 
 
  *** 
 
SELECTED AVAILABLE  SOUND POETRY 
RECORDINGS & RELATED RESOURCES 
 
SOUND POETRY RECORDINGS: 
homo sonorus. 4 CD featuring 110 poets from 22 
countries, set plus 438 page catalogue. Centre for 
Contemporary Art. Kaliningrad, Russia. Contact: e mail 
<center@ncca.koenig.su> 
Bob Cobbing recordings. Several available Including 
ABERRATION (with Hugh Metcalfe), and THE 
ITALIAN JOB (with Peter Finch). From: New River 
Project, 89A Petherton Road, London, N5 2QT, U.K.  
Carnivocal: A Celebration of Sound Poetry  CD 
Anthology. Includes: The Horsemen, Paul Dutton, bill 
bissett, Penn Kemp, Verbomotorhead, Christian Bök, 
Gary Barwin and more. Red Deer Press & Omikrom 
Publishing. Distributed by Raincoast Books. 1-800-663-
5714  
Mouth Pieces: Solo Soundsinging Paul Dutton, OHM 
Editions. 541 Saint-Vallier Est., Suite 562, Quebec, QC. 
Canada. G1K 3P9 
Blues, Roots, Legends, Shouts & Hollers Paul Dutton / 
P.C. Fencott. L.P. Starborne Productions. Underwhich 
Undertones. Address below.  
Ursonate (Kurt Schwitters), Performed by Jaap Blonk. 
BVHAST RECORDS. 99 Prinseneiland, 1013 LN 
Amsterdam, Holland. 
SLEEPWALKERS.  Steven Ross Smith & Richard 
Truhlar. Audiocassette. Underwhich Audiographics. 




“For Karl Jirgens” image by Spencer Selby (USA) 
 
SOUND POETS IN MUSICAL CONTEXTS: 
aCCoMpliCes, CCMC.  Paul Dutton, John Oswald, 
Michael Snow.  Victo CD. c/o Underwhich Undertones, 
P.O. Box 262, Adelaide Station, Toronto, ON. M5C 
2J4.  
Decisive Moments, CCMC.  Paul Dutton, John 
Kamevaar, Al Mattes, Michael Snow, Jack Vorvis. 
Track and Light CD. c/o Underwhich Undertones, P.O. 
Box 262, Adelaide Station, Toronto, ON. M5C 2J4  
galvanized, DUCT. David Grosse, Ed Pas, Wilf Tucker, 
Lia Pas, Steven Ross Smith,  Roy Sydiaha, Chris 
Cawthray. Underwhich Audiographics CD. Address 
below.  
DUCT TAPE, DUCT.  Bettina Grassman, Gilles 
Turcotte, Steven Ross Smith, Roy Sydiaha. Underwhich 
Audiographics Audiocassette. Address below.  
OTHER RELEVANT RECORDINGS: 
Revolutions 2000 Various: DUCT, C. Fox, L. Duvall, 
J. M. de Moissac, R. Guerin, R. Horowitz, J. Morton, T. 
Billings, L. Barak, T. Gershuni, S. Bond, S. 
Heimbecker.  CD, Qube Assemblage Audio & Video 
Vérité. Saskatoon. Video Vérité, #12 - 23rd St. E., 
Saskatoon, SK. S7K 0H5.  
PRINT: ON SOUND POETRY: 
Flight Out of Time: A Dada Diary, Hugo Ball. The 
Viking Press. New York, 1974 
Sound Poetry: A Catalogue, eds. Steve McCaffery, 
bpNichol. Essential historical international reference 
book. Underwhich Editions. Address below.  
Ballet of the Speech Organs: Bob Cobbing on Bob 
Cobbing, As interviewed by Steven Ross Smith. 
Chapbook. Underwhich Editions. Address below.  
N.B.: There are many other books, recordings, and 
websites not included here. For any related information 
or to acquire many of the items listed above, contact the 
author of this article at: Underwhich Editions, 920-9th 








































ALAYAN CYBORG  by Louise Bak 
 
our eyes are tide-tugged up the peak to the hailing figures, 
down to the trough of the honorable, despairing elder.  
the recumbent post-acting porn star is in the front left, 
drawing the scarlet damask on the cart, through the 
mirroring at the water’s edge.   
       he embraced her, but what he felt beneath her light coat 
       was no more than the firmness of her tightly-wound obi, 
       with its padded layers and its huge bow.  he raised a  
       Sakaki branch and waved it over her head.  its paper 
       pendants flashed a pure white rubedo on her cheek. 
       their silence was that of a number of small rabbits, 
       each holding its breath within the shelter of its own 
       lusty Belsen thicket.   
 
       is love supposed to glow on like this after the set has been 
       switched off?  he ran his hands nervously through his hair 
       and suddenly faced the beam of a flashlight.  he felt fear, 
       squeaking between the pressure of his fingertips.  rearing 
       her head from his chest, deftly tabi-shod, she moved in tip-toe. 
       a purposelessness of a Taisho-era swoon,  her glaived-bust 
       bulged with electrons, and her sesamoid cells split 
       into cubic heaps.  she was drooping from the bye-bye in 
       the sweat saturated air.  
 
   her father ripped off his kendo mask.  his lips formed a line 
   as straight as a sword,  and the waki arose with plastic vacuoles, 
   bursting orgies of flowers.  they expect it to crumble into sticky 
   powdered sugar, but when the knife makes contact, it scrapes 
   but does not give. though she pulls at it, 
          the surrounding tissue doesn’t move.   people’s eyes were 
          moist, watching as her skin shone like vinaigrette dressing. 
          on the monitor, a digital marigold quivered a sincerer gold 
          in its pot. the director yelled cut, as he pulled the flesh away,  
          we could see the heart was not connected to a thing.  guard 
          cells were bursting to prop open her stomatas for maximum 
          oxygen flow, so she could utter her last gasp.  she sucked in 
          a saliva packet and burst it 
  
          before the official flashlight and bonds were waved again. 
          noticing with a blurred eye that one of the group was  
          flurried, she touched her lips to his, as to feel their texture 
          clearly.  the lofty deck on the crane bristled with a sniper. 
          a kind of shyness kept him from daring to tell her that 
          each man would undertake his mission with a petal of her 
          alaya hidden upon him.  the tropical light was like hundreds      
          of massed spearheads of 
 
           marshalled troops, on her again.  he licked the glucose pools 
           under her eyes as her erotonide chip jabbed through her outer 
           cells and glowed like fired wire.  if we only we knew the film’s 
           real special effect lied, in signalling the action of him, accepting her, 
           on lips,  that had yet touched no other.              
alaya is a concept paired with a kind of awareness that nothing within the universe truly possesses its own substance.  Theories 
around this concept grew rather numerous, “the one hundred thousand diverse exegeses” that characterized Buddhism.  Another 
theory suggests that alaya consciousness was half-defiled, half-undefiled, and hence could serve as the bridge to human 
salvation.      
rubedo, redden, reddening, result’s from the fire’s most intense heat. 
Taisho era was a brief period in Japanese history when a whole-hearted surrender to the emotions enjoyed favour.  This earnest 
passion has now something of an anachronism that has become something to provoke 
laughter. 




From: "STONE, BOOK ONE"   
by Rob McLennan 
 
so long in the bed 
 
to turn at maclean road. make a left. an hour walk 
from there. the general store w/ barrels. how regular 
 
was that. merely listening. to ever get to town. words 
like ghosts. an ashtray never used. a jar of instant 
 
coffee grounds. the last time it was used. a myriad 
of shelves. a wishbone drying. six months. what 
 
you could even think to wish. dry as bone. 
 
* 
this land exchanged 
 
a word for horses. what he said, indian lands. a 99 year 
lease. the road a mark. the long map written names. 
census 
 
takers came. the dog asleep on the lawn. carving out a 
tunnel in the hill. after the rain the trees smell. a 
 
deck chair for the host. a space beyond all reckoning. 
a space for chairs, 'though theres 
 
no time to sit. the ice cubes melt in glass. the glasses 
see through days. reflect all light. the lies were 
 
naked lying down. could spit a handshake. could tear 
down 
everything but the truth. for a while. 
 
* 
park the car in the shade 
 
the heat lamp of the sun. turns up boiling. the men stop 
cold 












the baby tears around the house, naked. stops cold. the 
table of men. runs back behind. the heat can 
 
not be distinguished, set aside. set aside the melting. 
shadows lengthen as does vision as the days. 
 
get your bearings. find her a good home. 
 
* 
the one that stuck to my ribs 
 
what is the fine arrangement. lilacs, flown home, & put 
in her grandmothers vase. dropping off in some dead 
zone. 
 
the hearts empty patter. a clutter & dismember of stone. 
liten for your breath. the glass between the garden 
 
& the field. insect hopes. the structure of her own 
became transparent. a book that floors me. a list 
 
that doesnt make sense to anyone else. when 
i can temporarily frame. 
 
* 
in a setting i cant erase 
 
when i see them in the flesh. white haze & particle 
of clouds. if it seems impossible, i will tell you 
 
why i think. the experience of a young poet. 
the buildings surpass us. he puts another coat of 
whitewash 
 
on the barn, & three off the rocking chair. another six. 
the 
jawbreaker base below. what is 
 
the original colour of wood, she wonders. before 
































FRIEZE TRANSFORMATION  
by Stan Rogal 
 
1. 
Hardly Tabula Rasa  
as even in repose  
bodies fill the surface 
& colour fills the bodies. 
What else, meaning  
If clear conscience  
provides the best pillow, then...? 
Instead groan restless  
in the jungled sheets  
whether chased by or  
in chase of something  
(some thing)  
‘lions & tigers & bears,  
oh my.’ 
Monkeys also, all so  
done in by the tear  
& scratch of chronologic.  
Done in by REM.  
Done in by alarm.  
Done in by a slight girl  
with concussed skull 
& ruby slippers. 
Little Red, Briar Rose,  
Dorothy. 
How lay content  
with so much  
infernal buzz? 
This is some Zodiac, eh, 
that lacks a single solid star  
to hitch one's wagon;  
that pitches in the dark  
& offers little else but 
hollow drums, empty straws  
fraidy cats & broken wind  
to set the locomotion. 
How commit to a plan, a  
pattern, a human intercourse  
that always changes  
never lasts, never becomes  
affectionate? 
Tattooed in the bone 
fashions memory a  
massage, where,  
airing on the side  
love  
broadcasts its too-too  
familiar refrain:  
"Over the Rainbow"  
"Happy Together"  
"Your Cheatin' Heart"  
or similar other  
faint  







Who sings  
the body electric 
anymore  
except by  
measured ground  
plugs the hole of  
each fine-tuned  
instrument set to swell  
past midnight  
portraits in jazz  
air on the side  
excess conducting  
both lean & cool  
fanged & woolly  
across the wire  
as blue notes &  
pear-shaped tones  
groan  
a scratch of roses  
between covers  
the buzz blooming  
each ribald naked  
sound  
cheating left of centre  
to the main vein  
& laying low  
horizontal bop  
the rabble roused 
plucked & blown  
drummed & fingered  
to shaggy nap  
or shocked 
high infidelity  
hankering a groove  
the hungered heart  
sparking cats to prowl  
chicks to wander 
for a taste of sax & violins 
horn & snare, a snarl  
of stripped bodies  
parting petals with their teeth  
tension baldly welting surface  
in the riff 
here lies wit, man, that  
waltzes free & easy  
amid the dross  
whether  
light rock  
country shlock  
or pop  
surely  
bolts  




The Chromium Experience 
By John Swan 
 
 At the end of every workshop they go to the 
Wellington House in search of local colour. It is Big 
Schoo’s idea. He knows the tavern’s white and black 
tiles hark back beyond the fifties, when beverage 
rooms segregated men to one room, ladies, with 
escorts, to another. Even cracked and chipped with 
age, he hard, shiny ceramics are easy to mop. 
 Before taking a chair at a tiny, round table, 
Big Schoo makes a brief pilgrimage to the shrine's 
altars. Two rise along the wall of a discrete interior 
room, each so large and comfortable the urinator 
must step within to make his offering. Schoo lifts his 
elbows, rests his physical weight on the chantry's top, 
leans his forehead and the disappointments of a 
particularly vigorous workshop session against the 
cool reassurance of the chromium valve and, with a 
prayerful moan, releases his confession of an 
unpublished writing career. 
 Schoo is evangelical tonight. “You guys 
should take a whiz,” he says, returning to the table. 
The blue cinquer he left in passing is gone. Opposite 
two already half-empty glasses, a pint waits 
impatiently to foam his upper lip. 
 “What?” Bob laughs. “You’ve got your 
finger on my bladder now?” 
 “Have you never noticed how all Schoo’s 
stories characterize people by their excretory habits?” 
Chris says. 
 "Pisser's enormous. Designed for serious 
beer drinkers," Schoo says. "Never know when you'll 
need to describe one in a story." 
A thin man in print shirt and green work 
pants shuffles table-side. “D’ju guys get yer lights 
fixed?” The three writers stare back at him. “Yer 
lights, yer power,” Milton tries again. 
Milton is short, somwehre between twenty-
five and sixty-five. His salt and pepper hair is styled 
post-modern, sort of Daniel Richler, Big Schoo 
thinks, only Richler’s hair is longer, and, on camera 
at least, more deliberate. 
“I don't know of any broken lights,” Chris 
says, “and I’ve no idea what you’re talking about.” 
“You guys. Last time you was here, you said 
yer fuse was gone.” He lets one eye scan the room, 
searching for the possibility of intelligent life at 
another table. 
“Oh wait, yeah, that was me,” Bob says. 
“Milton was asking, remember? We told him we 
come here looking for something to write about. I 
said we were searching for our muse.” The writers 
blink, sip from their glasses. “I think Chris said 
something about wanting to light up the city with 
words.” 
“Right, I did.” Chris laughs. "It was 
supposed to be a joke." 
Milton checks the room again, but the only 
other customers are three, thick, bearded men in 
leathers, hunched at a corner table. He puts a soiled 
hand in his pocket and withdraws two fuses, one red, 
one blue, both shot. “Foun’ these. Thought ya might 
usem. Whatsa muse?” trying very hard. 
“Inspiration. Ideas. Real stories about our 
times. We want the grit of it. This looked like the sort 
of place we might hear a voice of experience.” 
“Stories,” Milton says, and rolls his left eye 
back into his head to see if anything's there. The other 
remains vigilant. “I got a story.” 
Polite smiles stretch thin. Chris looks at his 
watch: almost ten. “I should be going,” but Bob has 
caught the waiter’s eye with one raised hand. He stirs 
the air above their table, four fingers up. The waiter 
nods. 
“All right,” Chris says, “if I can catch a ride 
with one of you.” 
“You should consider staying here," Bob 
says. "Rooms in back. That might be an experience.” 
“I’ll do it,” Big Schoo says. "I'll drive you." 
Eventually four glasses arrive, the writers 
pay and Milton sits. Using his palms, he presses at 
the crease of his pants along his skinny hips. “I heard 
about this guy, used ta like ta see naked ladies 
dancin’.” Now he lifts his glass, having earned the 
first sip. “They ain’t what ya think, them places. 
Lotsa businessmen in ties go for lunch. I bet you bin, 
one a ya’s for sure, anyway. Plenny a young fellas 
there. You gotta be in good shape to dance like them 
girls. They’re athaletes ya know, gymnists, their butts 
tighter'n a cork in a bottle.” 
 “Ever seen 'em blow their cork?” Bob says. 
 Milton ignores him. “This guy, the one I’m 
tellin’ ya ‘bout, he gets the eye from one of the girls 
and starts to thinkin’ she’s maybe thinkin’ about him. 
See, they give guys the eye, flick ‘em some tongue, 
split in a guy's direction like they’re doin’ it just for 
you. It's to get bigger tips, but some guys, even if 
they're on to it, you know, they might be a bit 
lonesome. So this guy is gettin’ these looks from this 
dancer chick and he puts a twenny at the edge of the 
stage. End a the dance she comes to pick it up, he 
takes ‘nother twenny off a roll, holds it up so she can 
see he’s got more. 
 “She says, ‘You wanna date,’ an’ wags her 
head to the corner they do the private dances an’ he 
says ‘How ‘bout a real date over ta my place,’ an’ she 
shakes no an’ says ‘That ain’t safe,’ an’ he says, ‘Yer 
place then,’ an’ she says she's got another shift yet an' 
he rolls out some more bills an' says ‘Grab yer coat.’ 
 “So they’re gone an’ turns out she lives ina 
condo townhouse ina east end an’ they get there, 
there’s this other chic, tough lookin’ bitch, watchin’ 
TV ona sofa. Dancer chic says ‘Honey, I’m home,’ 
an’ the tough bitch just looks up atter, that’s all.”  
Milton hooks a grey finger and uses it to 
scratch the side of his nose. 
“So our guy’s tryin’ to figure how this is 
gonna work, an’ the dancer says ‘Okay I’m tired, les 
go ta bed,’ an’ he figures she means him so he says 
‘Righty-roo’ and throws a arm arouner an the mean 
bitch jumps up an’ gives him a slug right on the nose. 
So he’s goin’ ‘Ow,’ an’ the bitch grabs the dancer 
and feeds her a yard a tongue. 
“Well, our guy’s kinda confused an’ if it 
weren’t for his nose hurtin’ so much he mighta 
laughed an’ said somethin’ funny just to be social and 
then gone home. Instead he waits for the stars to quit 
swimmin’ an' then tells the dancer chick he wants his 
twennies back, which is when the tough bitch swats 
him again. 
"Time to fade, our guy thinks, only the tough 
bitch has got her fist in our guy’s pocket now. 
‘Where ya think yer goin’?’ she asts, an’ our guy 
ain’t got no answer. Not really he don't. 




“Well, the tough bitch gets the rest of our 
guy's roll, then kicks him around that room a few 
dozen times, givin’ the kidneys an’ nuts a good goin’ 
over. Then she gets out her small, electrical  
appliances and puts her imagination to work. When 
she’s done, she throws our guy inta the cellar. Locks 
him there. Feeds him scraps like some dog she can 
kick whenever she's bored with the dancer an’ that 
ain’t the half of it. Our guy don’t get home again ‘till 
the dancer shows up at work with more bruises than 
she can hide. She gets fired an’ they can’t pay rent so 
they gotta git an’ they just leave him in the cellar for 
the next people to find.” 
“So that’s it,” Milton says. “My story. 
Whatya think?” He’s wide eyed, his right hand 
alternating between smoothing the fold of his pants, 
and hooking at the side of his nose. 
“I like it,” Bob says. “I do. Really.” 
“Way I heard it, the tough bitch was a guy, a 
biker, who beats the guy up just the once. Otherwise 
someone would have come looking,” Big Schoo says. 
“Yeah. I think,” Chris sighs and smiles. He 
doesn’t want to give offense. “I think it sounds just a 
bit like an urban legend.” 
"A classic femme-fatale yarn. Probably goes 
back to marauding soldiers and camp followers,” 
Schoo says. 
Chris finishes his glass and stands. “Can you 
see your way to giving me that ride now?” 
“Urban legend?” Milton says. 
“Story everybody's heard that has the ring of 
truth, only it always happens two or three people 
removed from verification, like ahh, the cousin of a 
friend of a brother.” Schoo is up, keys in hand. 
“Well,” Milton says. 
“The tip off was saying you heard about the 
guy. Make it someone you know first hand," Bob 
tells Milton after the others have gone, and getting 
ready to leave himself. "And you should draw it out 
longer. Get to the best part just as we finish the first 
round. That way you get another beer before you're 
done the story.” 
“I know it,” says Milton, standing. “Ony 
after one beer my bag's full. I better get inta the 
whizzer pretty quick.” He's shuffles away without 
saying goodbye. 
Milton passes the brooding urinals for the 
privacey of the single booth. Sanctum sanctorum. He 
drops trousers and grasps the end of a clear plastic 
tube. The other end is attached to a pouch strapped to 
his thigh. A second narrow tube goes from the top of 
the pouch to his groin. With black-rimmed nails, he 
pinches open a plastic valve, releasing his thick, 
pinkish fluid. 
"Holy Mother a God," Milton directs his 













by Mark David Dunn 
 
we burned,  
watching the planet  
from sidewalk tables  
outside that café. 
 
Vancouver  
     & love’s price sticks out from ribs.  
 
The star flared, didn’t it? 
And could it be seen from here  
– the asteroids into that distant globe, smacking;  
a flashbulb thud.  
Foam twists in coffee,  
while a storm descends on Jupiter,  
lightning  
on an alien plain not so different from this street.  
 
The café opens to a dead sidewalk 
  
my toronto friend gargles a tune  
about eagles and the last buffalo 
that makes the Austrian lady cry. 
  
i wonder why her eyes are wet –  
i’m that dead inside,  
gum wrappers rolling down my empty street. 
 
The Austrian woman smudges herself,  
tells us about Eros  
– not about Love, but Eros,  
the asteroid that earth will kiss. 
 
& what a sad, lovely name to call the big rock. 
 
She’s been watching Eros.  
And when it meets earth,  
tonight’s shower on Jupiter  
will be a ping pong game. 
 
She follows new science,  
deferring to shamans  
who latched to comets & learned the celestial weave,  
charted timelines that end without motion, 
before the telescope invented the eye. 
 
It’s cold & it’s never been cold  
before ; winter in summer.  










THE BETA PROTOCOL 




They've done something to my head. They've given me 
a job to do. 
 
It is my job to watch the man and woman, and dictate 
my description into the microphone that hangs around 
my neck. 
 But they have done something to my head. 
 I know what I know, but I don't know how I 
know it. 
 If they had not done something to my head, I 
could not watch as I watch. My watching is unnatural; 
consequently I know that they have done something to 
my head. 
 
I know odd things. Such as the IP address of the 
camouflaged server that logs all of the beta test 
surveillance activity. And the frequency of transcription 
errors. But I make no effort to confirm the odd things I 
know, and I offer no resistance to this orphaned 
knowledge. 
 
The words I speak are transcribed by a computer 
software process. It is less than perfect. I have been 
instructed to speak clearly, in an even cadence. I can 
remember training the software by repeating hundreds 
of common words and phrases in common 
combinations. That was before they did something to 
my head. 
 Still. The software publisher must have rushed 
the product onto the market. It makes frequent errors. 
Nobody was satisfied with the results of the training. It 
gets many words wrong. What is many? Many 
needn't be one in ten. Even if it is only one in a hundred, 
there will be several mistakes on each page of transcript. 
One wrong word in a thousand will still produce, in a 
day's worth of transcripts, many mistakes. Many equals 
one, if it is the right mistake.  
 
(I had a choice. I made the right choice. The alternative 
was much worse.  
 
I was also given the choice of remembering or not 
remembering what the alternative was. I chose to 
remember only that the alternative was unbearable. And 
that I had been given a choice regarding what I would 
remember.) 
 
I know that I am not the only one speaking into one of 
these microphones. There must be many others, or it 
would not have paid the software publisher to develop 
and produce the transcribing program. 
Of those countless mistakes generated by the 
voice recognition algorithms, the vast majority will be 
innocuous. But there will be so many mistakes that 
some of the mistakes will be important mistakes. 
 Therefore it is reasonable to assume that there 
must be at least one other watching what I watch, 
dictating as I dictate, so that there will be at least two 
transcripts to compare. 
 Stop.  
There must be at least three transcripts. It is not 
inconceivable that a single error could produce conflicting but 
equally credible versions of events. With a third transcript the 
probability of generating separate, credible versions – 
branches on the tree - drops almost to nil. 
 
My job: I am watching the man (the SECAM operator) and 
the woman (the apprentice to the missing specialist). She does 
not know for certain that she is being observed. As apprentice 
to the specialist you can be sure that she is one sharp cookie - 
she will accept as a premise for her actions that she is being 
observed. Her vulnerability: her loyalty to the missing 
specialist.  
 
The SECAM operator is nobody special. A hack, off the shelf 
wetware. No doubt he believes that he is one up on her. His 
monitors give him a feeling of control. They distract him from 
the strings – attached to his gonads – that make him dance. 
 
Me: dictating into a microphone that passes my words to a 
digitizing board in some still other remote location. Which in 
turn passes my words to a fumbling AI, not smart enough to 
analyze in any significant way the import of my observations. 
Oh, no doubt there are a few keyword filters built into it. 
Trigger words that will launch panic messages to the spin 
staff. But that never happens. My words pass through the 
filters -- bland, unmemorable -- and are immediately 
encrypted. Smart encryption that layers access and protects 
deniability. Those with the most to lose appear to have no 
way of ever having known what words I spoke. Just like me. 
 
The unnatural bit: I don't know what they are saying. To each 
other. 
 
Let me explain. I can see her through a plate glass window. 
Forty feet away, at a bit of an angle. I can see him, two stories 
below, sitting behind his monitors. There may be multiple 
mirrors involved in this arrangement. It may be that I only 
seem to be forty feet away from her. Money buys a lot of 
mirrors, if that’s what you really want. 
I can hear them both. I can hear their voices, in their 
separate rooms, addressing each other. Or I can hear them as 
they hear each other, over the telephone that connects them. 
You would think the difference quite trivial, but it is not. 
I do not know what they say. They would appear to 
be speaking in my mother tongue. There are ways of telling. I 
think that if I could read lips, I would be able to know what 
they are saying. But I cannot make out so much as a word. 
The lips form familiar shapes and patterns. There is a rhythm 
involved. Intonation contours. I know what graceful gestures 
she will use before she executes them. Still. The meaning of 
their conversation eludes me completely. This is my unnatural 
hearing. 
 
My speaking is as unnatural as my hearing. I 
describe the actions of the loyal apprentice and the SECAM 




operator. In my mind I assemble a language simulacrum 
of what I see. But when I open my mouth garbled 
nonsense flows forth. I know that I form shapes with my 
mouth and make sounds with my throat. But nothing 
that I hear, in the gap between my lips and the 
microphone, carries any meaning I can recognize. 
 
I hear them and understand. But I cannot grasp. I 
ponder, I formulate a description, and then I speak. But 
when I speak I hear only nonsense. Yes. They have done 
something to my head. 
 
She is walking around as she speaks. She has left the 
lights on, so I know that when she looks at the window 
she is looking at her reflection. (It is, after all, night in 
the scenario – i.e. a contemplative ambience suited to 
the theme of self-knowledge is part of the pattern of the 
wallpaper.) She is wearing something feminine and 
alluring, but not something déclassé. She is, after all, 
apprentice to the missing specialist. 
If the specialist were not missing she would 
not be caught dead talking on the cordless phone to the 
SECAM operator. But in the specialist’s absence this is 
well in keeping with the scenario as devised. Her loyalty 
illuminates her capacity for deceit and manipulation. 
The SECAM operator has bugs in his bugs. He 
can see into every room but he doesn’t seem to notice 
that sometimes the apprentice appears in more than one 
room at a time. In one monitor she is brushing her hair 
as she holds the cordless phone to her ear, gazing at her 
reflection in the floor-to-ceiling window. And she is 
paging through a brown file folder full of notes 
regarding the specialist’s latest project, sitting on the 
edge of the bathtub, oblivious to the tarantula hidden in 
the complimentary vase of flowers provided by the hotel 
management. 
 (The tarantula has nothing to do with the 
SECAM operator. Such iconic subtlety is quite beyond 
his comprehension. Besides, where would he get a 
tarantula in Northern Europe in the middle of winter? 
He may know of the tarantula, but he is not permitted to 
speak of it, and he can do nothing to control that aspect 
of the unfolding of the scenario, not in this variation and 
not in any other. His is not a role that falls under the 
umbrella of variable components. He meets industry 
specifications, no more and no less and no quixotic 
idiosyncrasies thank you very much.) 
 
The Golden Retriever is, apparently, a variable. It can be 
seen in some of the SECAMs, but not in others. The 
SECAM operator is not an editor, so he does his best to 
ignore the dog. But the Golden Retriever has a bug in its 
collar. One of my bugs, transmitting on a frequency not 








If, in her worst moments of despair over the disappearance of 
the specialist she buries her face in the dog’s forgiving coat 
and mumbles aloud all of her insecurities and uncertainties, 
the awful truth will be available to my ears. Which won’t 
understand. But if this should come to pass, if her phobia of 
creepy-crawlies gets to her, I will know that she will have 
spoken those words, and I will have no choice but to report 
them to the microphone. In this possible deviating iteration 
my rewired, bifurcated head will encrypt the language form of 
my thoughts, and my mouth will construct the necessary 
corrupted-intuitive shapes, and my throat will cough out the 
foreign gutturals that the inept voice recognition software will 
assuredly mangle. And dozens of other station observers will, 
in unison, proclaim their undying love for the poor apprentice 
to the missing specialist, because now that she has finally 
cracked, all trace of glamour will be removed from her. Her 
lipstick will no longer be perfect, there will be loose threads 
somewhere in the weave of her alluring garment, and her hair 
will no longer shadow her face in the most flattering way 
possible. She will be stripped of her eliding status within the 
scenario, reduced to a walk-on without cosmetic surgery or 
method pretensions, childhood dance lessons or even an 
agent. And agency is everything. 
 
We, the guilty observers, will understand that her hours are 
numbered. Encrypted and compressed and logged and 
archived. Protected only by the sort of password scheme that 
the SECAM bastard could hire broken by script kiddies still 
wet behind the ears who wouldn’t know an elegant hack if it 
came up and bit them on their collective ass.  
 
We, the sorrowful repentant watchers, will long to know her 
beyond her formulaic performance, will fantasize about being 
her cuckolded husband in a blue collar town. We shall throw 
off the passivity enforced by our EEPROM’s and we shall 
detach her from the tyranny of the motion capture harness and 
all such restrictive devices. We shall set up a great chorus of 
pig-Esperanto manifestos declaiming the injustice of the 
peremptory reduction of the role of the missing specialist’s 
apprentice, and we shall electronically sign each other’s 
HTML petitions on our websites, thus calling for the 
reinstatement of the author of the draft in which the missing 
specialist encodes a secret message for her watcher and 
thereby calls in the cavalry to help the suave hero avert the 
terrible catastrophe. 
 
(The suave hero? Somebody very famous is penciled in, but 
not yet inked. If I told you so much as the name of his agent 
I’d have to kill you.) 
 
We, who misapprehended the statute of limitations, will one 
day finish our sentences. Then comes the sequel - a different 
genre entirely. Think tarantula. Think gene splicing. Think 









FROM THE GALLERY 
(Excerpted from Panzer Man, Panzer Man 
a novel in progress) 
by Joseph Revells 
 
He can be seen perfectly from the gallery, but 
backlighting casts him in shadow. Capped, masked, 
gowned, gloved, he is shorter and stockier from here: a 
doll in bulky olive and white, a toy super-hero whose 
muscular shape can be transformed into the semblance 
of a death-defying machine. Over the surgical cap, 
cruciform straps hold a pair of magnifying lenses in 
front of his glasses. Paul Dieter Hansen, Chief 
Cardiovascular Surgeon, Community Centre Hospital. 
Six-eyes. Under his synthetic-booted shoes, the terrazzo 
appears to give like firm bread dough under a baker’s 
touch. He moves erect and heavy, stepping around 
machines and monitors, tray stands, and other near 
identical dolls to the operating table. On it, a body, a 
woman, her head and throat wrapped and taped into a 
white habit and haloed in a puffy baby-blue cap, plastic 
hoses taped into her mouth and nose, eyes taped shut, 
her chest draped in dark green except for a wide slit 
exposing the centre from throat to just below the 
breastbone, her waist wrapped in dark green, her legs 
exposed, splayed, white. The other dolls move around 
mechanically, placing instruments, tubes, bottles, and 
towels carefully in their proper places. One of them, Dr. 
René Bérard, the assisting surgeon, moves to the table 
opposite Paul Dieter, his back to the gallery. Paul Dieter 
stands over the body looking down on it, motionless, 
silent, gloved hands held up to his shoulders, 
untouchable. The scrub nurse goes to the autoclave and 
carefully retrieves the first tray of instruments draped in 
olive-coloured cloth on which is stamped the hospital 
insignia. She places it on a tray stand near Paul Dieter, 
peals off the cloth, and stands back waiting for the 
surgeon to begin. The cardiac anaesthesiologist runs his 
team through the final adjustments and checks of 
monitors, machines, and other equipment, then stands 
near the head of the woman, scratching the back of his 
hand, talking in quiet monotone to the cardiopulmonary 
technologist. Three other doctors gather at the foot, 
preparing to perform an operation on the left leg: all of 
it, it appears. Amid the exchange of data and 
instructions in each sector of the room interject 
comments about lasts night’s date, the bombing of 
Kosovo, gasoline prices, the closing of a hospital 
because of government cut-backs, a daughter’s 
graduation, inter-departmental wrangling and 
co-operation, a t.v. programme... Paul Dieter shifts his 
weight from left foot to right, still locked in the pose of 
maintaining sterility, staring down at the body on the 
table. He glances, multi-spectacled in the direction of 
the gallery, nods, then looks around the operating 
theatre. The hum of inconsequential chatter in the 
corners of the room quiets to the mechanical choir of 
machines, and he begins. One word kyries to the 
secondary team, the cardiac anaesthesilogist, the Chief 
O.R. nurse, the perfusionist, draws an antiphon of 
measurements, status reports, and affirmatives. 
Everything there. Everything ready. He looks at Dr. 
Bérard who is mirroring his pose. “René?” He 
pronounces it “Renny”, a teasing term of endearment.  
“Tout c ést bon, Docteur ‘ansen.” 
“Let’s start, people.” He takes forceps, clamps onto the 
surgical lamp over his head, and adjusts the beam of 
cold white light, almost glancing up to the gallery. He 
calls for and is handed a scalpel and slashes open the 
woman’s chest, blunt strokes, the length of her breastbone. 
And where is she, this unresponsive woman, so indifferent to 
this ripping open? The Gallery takes a long, deep breath, 
holds it open-throated, feeling the pulse, pushing tiny puffs of 
air through nostrils. Then lets it flow out slowly. “Cautery,” 
Paul Dieter says, receives, and begins sealing the blood 
vessels in the wound with cauterizing tool. Dr. Bérard swabs 
the area around it. Skin is peeled back and clamped to the 
surrounding cloth with quick automatic care. A small power 
tool is passed to Paul Dieter. He fingers the breastbone laid 
open before him, letting it pause directly over where the heart 
must be. Pauses. Then begins sawing the bone from the 
bottom up, cutting it cleanly in rhythmic thrusts, creating a 
high-pitched rising and falling buzz, zzzeeeeah, zzzeeeah, 
zzzeeeah, until the notch at the throat is reached and split. 
Swab. Dab.  
“Cautery.” 
 He spends another ten minutes burning closed all the bleeders 
and oozers. Next, a balm resembling ski wax is applied to the 
newly created edges of the sternum. Then, “Retractor.” A 
stainless steel contraption with two flat sides joined at one end 
with a spring-loaded, notched arch and a crank. Paul Dieter 
and Dr. Bérard wedge it into the crevasse. Paul Dieter slowly 
turns the crank and the sternum spreads, gapes, leaving open 
the boiling cauldron of red, pink, and white. His hands move 
in, pushing the jumbling mass, sliding under the ribs, feeling. 
The retractor is removed. Cautery. More spot welding and 
blood stops oozing into the hole and what is already there is 
suctioned and swabbed out. The cauldron is covered by  thin 
opaque membrane, a silky translucent bag holding a rapids. 
Pericardium. Paul Dieter drops a towel over it and pats it dry, 
then lays his palm over it, sensing its bounces and tugs, its 
convulsions and pulls. 
“Okay, Renny,” and Dr. Bérard positions a different 
contraption with clamps like salad forks on both sides of two 
joined bars. When it’s ready, Paul Dieter turns a crank which 
lifts the left side of the rib cage. High enough. The O.R. nurse 
places a padded stool in front of Paul Dieter’s feet and he 
kneels, craning his neck so that he can look up into the 
underside of the raised ribs. With a cautery, he begins 
excavating the flesh, gingerly jabbing, poking, penciling away 
at the tissues. Meticulously searching for and exposing 
something only he can see. Shifting his weight on his knees, 
hunching his shoulders, craning, moving his head closer and 
further away, reaching. Ten minutes. He pauses, hands the 
cautery and small forceps to the scrub nurse, and hauls 
himself up one knee at a time, and stands, gazing into the 
chest. “Okay, the internal thoracic artery’s down.” Dr. Bérard 
nods and equips himself for the next step. Paul Dieter watches 
the rhythms beneath the pericardium, gently touches it again 
then takes tweezers and scalpel and approaches. He carefully 
cuts open the sack, peeling it away from the heart, stretching 
it neatly to the sides of the cavity. “Suture,” and he stitches 
the membrane flap nearest him to the skin, pinning it open. 
Dr. Bérard copies the procedure on his side of the woman. 
The boiling mass is now exposed in full colour and 
movement. In the Gallery, muscles tense against the fear that 
innards might leap out, burst through tingling skin. This 
woman’s heart, a fat yellow sponge ball with red and 
purple-blue splotches, is dancing fitfully in her open chest for 
anyone who cares to see, relentless but troubled, rhythmically 
but without assurance of the next beat. The two surgeons 
pause over it, watching it, silent for a few seconds. Then they 
are saying things to each other which only they, and perhaps 
the heart can hear. The Gallery stares down at this heart, 
measuring its gyrations, trying to catch the dance. In the 
meantime, the secondary team around the left leg begins their 
part. One of them, Dr. Friesen, makes a deep incision into the 
inner thigh, and the others respond with clamps, forceps, 




cautery, and other things not easily seen by the Gallery. 
The wound is about four inches long, and nasty. Dr. 
Friesen is digging into it, poking and trying to grab onto 
something which isn’t easily accessible, something 
slippery and malleable, something not bone. A vein. 
Clamped, exposed, captive, and Dr. Friesen moves to 
the knee, slices open the inside, and digs until he has 
located the same vein, and captures it in the same way. 
Paul Dieter steps towards him, observing. More words 
not audible. Why? Paul Dieter loved to lecture at least 
as much as he loved to cut, and the Gallery is crowded 
with white smocks, expensive suits, jeans and rumpled 
jackets, collected to witness this event. Someone in a 
suit explains to a smock in simple terms what is going 
on: endoscopic harvesting of the saphenous vein, a new 
technique, several smaller incisions rather than a 
snaking cut the length of the leg to remove, harvest, a 
vein which Paul Dieter describes as a spare part 
provided by God. “Less invasive, less risk of infection, 
quicker healing.” Less invasive? Dr. Friesen has moved 
to the ankle and makes another, less invasive gash, 
repeating, as far as can be seen, the same routine with 
the vein. Now the secondary team huddles over the leg, 
obscuring the Gallery’s view, and moments later has the 
fruit of their labours, a long, fat, over-cooked string of 
spaghetti dangling in mid-air, then laid out on a white 
towel. Saline is injected into one end, making it fatter. 
Harvest. For what we are about to receive, may we be... 
Paul Dieter and Dr. Bérard are now rummaging around 
the hoses, spaghetti, lumps, and blobs which comprise 
the bloody mess in the woman’s chest while the 
saphenous vein is being readied to be chopped up into 
consumable bits. Fingers poke, lift, pinch, and once 
satisfied, stop fluttering. Quiet. Paul Dieter, scalpel and 
tweezers, nicks away at the fatty tissue surrounding the 
heart muscle while Dr. Bérard tweezes and clamps in 
assistance. The muscle jumps and bobs without reaction 
in its den as, in the Gallery, breathing slows, body tries 
to separate from mind, consciousness reduces itself to 
become only breath and observer. Cut. Blood. And still 
systole and diastole, systole and diastole, continuous, 
defiant. The Gallery breathes, systole, diastole, systole 
diastole, breathing blood, hot and salty, systole and 
diastole, flushing into the right atrium, through the 
tricuspid valve and into the right ventricle. A fifth of a 
second later, squeezed into the pulmonary artery, 
flowing, rushing, into the lungs, oh, the lungs and 
millions of alveoli welcoming with balloons of oxygen. 
Swimming, gathering, breathing, then coursing into the 
pulmonary vein and the left atrium, squirted through the 
mitral valve into the left ventricle, and a fifth of a 
second later, through the aortic valve and into the aorta. 
“Aortic cannula.” A tube is pushed into the bright 
deep-red meat.  Systole, diastole, right atrium. 
“Tourniquet.” A tube is slid in beside the plastic 
cannula, the tube which will take blood from the 
cardiopulmonary bypass and pump it through the body. 
Systole, diastole, right ventricle. “Suture. Suture. Suture. 
Suture.” Systole, diastole, pulmonary artery, and lungs. 
“Have you got the purse string, Renny? Clamp.” 
Systole, diastole, systole, diastole. “Venus cannula.” 
Systole, diastole. “Tourniquet. Suture. Suture. Suture. 
Suture.” Systole, diastole, pulmonary vein, left atrium. 
“Purse string. Tighten.” Systole, diastole, left ventricle. 
“Clamp.” Systole, diastole, systole diastole. 
“Cardioplegia needle.” And it punctures the aorta. 
Systole, diastole, right atrium, right ventricle. A 
temperature probe is jabbed into the septum, the muscle 
between left and right hemispheres. Systole, diastole, 
left atrium, left ventricle. “Could we have the heart-lung 
machine turned on now, please.” as if asking for another glass 
of wine. Systole, diastole, right atrium, right ventricle, 
pulmonary artery, lungs, systole, diastole, left atrium, left 
ventricle, systole, diastole...... a reservoir, a holding chamber, 
wait, then plastic tubing and into a machine, oxygen, but cold, 
cold, and clean, but cold, cold. And then back. Systole, 
diastole, systole, diastole, warm body, but then tubing again, 
and cold, cold, systole, diastole... systole... diastole... sys... 
tole... dia... stole... sys..... tole ........dia........ stole.............. 
sys..............tole.............. di.......... a.............. “Aortic 
cross-clamp.” And the Gallery is seized in this passage, 
arrested in mid beat, trapped. And becomes numb as the 
temperature of consciousness stream descends. It is locked in 
this clamped moment, losing the sense of waiting, the idea, 
drifting motionless without the awareness of it. Cold. Then 
suddenly a gleam of steel, slice, and a single drop is 
ejaculated through the new slit in the left anterior descending 
artery onto the finger holding the blade. The hand moves 
rapidly, lightly, with absolute certainty, through the actions it 
has performed countless times, each occasion unique and 
significant as that moment thirty years ago when he cut into a 
heart for the first time. This time it is more difficult, more 
crucial. The artery is almost completely blocked, stenosis all 
the way down to the tiny tendril burrowing into the heart 
muscle. Nearly impossible to get distal to it. Had it not been 
for the heparin thinning the blood, nothing would have got 
through. He tweezes hold the end of the artery, desperately 
trying to see an opening. Even with these magnifying lenses, 
it is impossible. Renny holds his breath and slowly, gently, 
clamps the string, waits, frozen in position, offering obedient 
time to decide how, alert to the slightest gesture. Paul Dieter 
discards the small scalpel in favour of a wire-thin probe. 
Renny responds, tweezers maneuvering, fingers back out of 
the way. Paul Dieter tweezes the edge of the artery with one 
hand while wire-probing what must be the centre, trying to 
force it open again. Gently, gently, scrape, scrape, gently 
scrape. Deeper, gently, push, scrape. Fifteen minutes, and still 
the fragile vessel is only a slim possibility. Ten more minutes 
improves its chances. “Okay, let’s see if it’s clear.” Renny 
releases the clamp and blood dribbles through the opening. 
“That looks better.” And the clamp is replaced. “But I think 
it’s going to be a tight squeeze, Renny. It’s only one or two 
millimetres.” He stretches his fingers, makes fists, and repeats 
the pumping action a few times. Then tweezers to retrieve the 
internal thoracic artery waiting just inside the chest. God, it’s 
easily three times the diameter. It’ll be like shoving a straw 
into a worm’s mouth. It must work. It has to work. Try. Pray.  
Four hands, tweezers, suture thinner than a human hair. 
Amazing how all this comes together. Always amazing. 
Suture. Suture. Suture. Suture. One more. Now the pedicel, 
and the proximal end of the mammary artery is taken down 
and attached to the aorta. That’s got it. It’s going to be very, 
very close.  It looks pretty good. Damn good, considering. 
That was very close. Renny says, “Incredible”. Very close. 
On to the next. Saphenous vein measured, aorta to right 
anterior descending. Cut. Grafted. Easier. Four hands in 
concert, knowing, no mistakes. Amazing. Always amazing. 
Next. Posterior. Difficult, routine. One more. The perfusionist 
has adjusted the cardioplegia. The heart muscle gently rouses, 
waking to a sleepy beat. Anastomoses distal completed. 
Remove cardioplegia needle. Suture the hole. Now attach the 
grafts to the aorta. Anastomoses proximal completed. Release 
aortic clamp. Square knots at leaks. “Begin ventilating, 
please. Heart-lung machine to half.” Pray. Check posterior 
anastomosis. Remove venus cannula. Suture hole. Remove 
aortic cannula. Suture hole. Remove retractor. Remove 
tourniquets. Sutures. Hands tying, wiping, tugging, feeling. 




anticoagulant is introduced. Cauterize the few tiny 
leaks. Watch. A glance at the secondary team, and 
they’ve got the leg stitched and stapled, leaving seams, 
zippers, instead of railroad tracks. Now drainage tubes, 
left lung cavity, and heart cavity, through chest and 
abdominal wall. “Off the machine now, please,” and 
watch. The heart is beating, strong, powerful, 
indomitable, as if it will never be subdued, as if it had 
never stopped. Paul Dieter, slumping now, bows over 
the open chest cavity, examining every millimetre of 
muscle, every vein and artery, every stitch, every bob 
and weave, pitch and roll, every mood the heart and its 
conjunct plumbing intimate. Everything which can be 
done, has, and all is good. Dr. Bérard watches him, 
hands busying routine, waiting for the closing 
instructions. In good time. Just a few seconds more to 
observe and marvel. And be satisfied. Finally, Paul 
Dieter pulls himself erect, withdraws his hands to 
shoulder height, and pronounces the final blessing. 
“Will you please close, Dr. Bérard?” The subaltern 
smiles his appreciation of the formal title. “And thank 
you, Renny.” It is the first time in eight years that Paul 
Dieter has performed a coronary artery bypass from 
opening incision to this juncture. In all that time, Dr. 
René Bérard, a good man, a damn good man, has 
opened, prepped, and closed for Paul Dieter, sometimes 
performing all but the most delicate procedures. This 
time, it is a privilege bestowed upon Dr. Bérard that he 
be allowed to stitch closed the pericardium, wire shut 
the chest, and suture as delicately as possible the layers 
of flesh and skin, completing the five hour operation 
which has brought a new life to its recipient. “It would 
be my pleasure, Dr. ‘Ansen.”  Paul Dieter watches as 
Renny prepares to perform the final procedures. Hands 
swab and dab a final time, a precaution paid to 
providence and Paul Dieter, and a few more seconds of 
silent observance are offered Paul Dieter and this 
woman who has endured the surgeon’s best. Just as he is 
about to unpin the pericardium from the skin walls, “Do 
you think there is, perhaps a little distension here, in the 
right atrium?” And it’s there, sudden as Renny’s words, 
suddenly doubling with notice. Paul Dieter watches, 
praying the scrub nurse had correctly counted all the 
clamps, sutures, cannulae, bits and pieces, knowing she 
had, knowing this is a mystery he should know. Renny 
is watching him and, alternately, the swelling of the 
atrium, knowing his superior will have the answer and 
assure him. Or maybe surprise him with new magic. The 
heart continues its vigorous, rhythmic convulsions 
without hesitation, driving on obliviously. Then a 
sudden squirm in the right atrium, slight increase in size, 
and a localized fibrillation, a new dance step introduced 
and repeated. “Pressure.” Increasing; one-thirty over 
ninety. One-forty. A squirm, an increase in swelling, 
and Renny is looking up, waiting to be told, to be let in 
on this. It can’t be. This can’t be happening, and the 
atrium is ballooning. The muscle tissue is stretching, 
bulging, fibrillating on its own. “What do you think, Dr. 
‘Ansen?” Renny sounds worried in his professional 
calm. Controlled alarm. Paul Dieter stuffs his hands 
back into the cavity, feeling, turning the muscle almost 
dangerously out of its cradle, looking for any signs of 
occlusions, forgotten clamps, misconnections, the 
impossible. This cannot be happening. What is 
happening? Suddenly, both first and second teams are 
launched into preparations. Had he given the order? No. 
They can see the swelling, too. The right atrium is now 
twice the size of the rest of the heart and still growing, 
still jumping and squirming independently of the rest. Good 
God, what is going on in there? It can’t be a leak. It can’t be a 
mistake. It can’t be. But as the bulge protrudes now beyond 
the safety of the cavity, Paul Dieter admits he knows, or 
accepts what he fears. “Bring me the jug of cardioplegia.” He 
pours the icy, clear liquid into the open chest. And waits. 
Nothing. The heart doesn’t slow. Instead, it lurches, clutching 
itself in a fitful, intense spasm, nearly leaping out of the chest, 
and holds, clenched, for two or three seconds while the 
doctors watch immobile. Then the giant muscle relaxes into 
its nest, and begins beating in concerted unified contractions, 
expanding with each. No more systole and diastole, but hard 
squeeze and release. Hard squeeze, and release. Hard squeeze, 
and release. Paul Dieter lays a palm over the turgid mass. 
Hard squeeze and release. Something solid and substantial 
resists. He pokes a finger. Hard squeeze holds for an 
impossible time, then releases, only to be followed by an 
equally long and hard squeeze. The bulge is now so large it no 
longer fits inside the chest cavity, the muscle tissue stretched 
to a tight, shiny skin. “Dr. ‘Ansen?” Renny asks. “Scalpel,” 
the answer. Pushing against the mass with one hand, Paul 
Dieter nicks the atrium enough to cause the taught covering to 
rip an inch. He pushes a finger into the hole. Hard squeeze, 
and the whole heavy bulge leaps, clamping his finger. 
“Renny!” And Dr. Bérard, knowing, takes a scalpel and 
positions it, hesitating. “Go ahead!” He slices away at the 
tissue around Paul Dieter’s finger, enlarging the hole, when 
the muscle relaxes. Paul Dieter pulls back his hand. His own 
blood running from the tip of his index finger into the wound 
in the ballooning heart. He pushes two fingers into the hole 
and grabs the tissue. The balloon contracts into a hard 
squeeze. With all his strength he yanks on the muscle. 
“Push!” the tissue rips two inches. Again, yank, “Push!” Two 
more inches. Inside the hole there is sudden angry movement. 
“Once more. Push!” With the last powerful pull matching the 
final hard squeeze, Paul Dieter rips open a flap in the muscle. 
His hand, dripping with his own blood, reaches into the hole, 
swishing around, and slowly withdraws, pulling out with it a 
pair of tiny feet clasped at the ankles. A gentle tug forces the 
legs, thighs, buttocks, abdomen, chest, arms, and finally head 
to slide out of the hole with a slurping suck. The doctor 
dangles the child, a boy, in the air for several seconds, 
secretly grimacing beneath his mask. The child’s eyes are 
open, clear, watchful. They see the perfunctory benevolence 
in the surgeon’s eyes. Everyone else is smiling tearfully, 
clapping, praising the doctor’s heroic effort as he holds the 
silent, motionless infant, a trophy, in the cool empty space 
above the gaping chest. There is no umbilical. Disconnected, 
the child waits, and is eventually lowered onto the pillow 
beside the woman’s head. Her eyes are open, vaguely staring 
at some point beyond the famous surgeon’s left ear. He leans 






















HOME IS ANOTHER COUNTRY ON TV 
by Geeta Kothari 
      
   November 5, 1992 
 
Dear Sam, 
      I saw their pictures in the paper, in the subway, on 
my way to work. I saw them, and I couldn't believe it, 
and I looked at them again. Then I just stared at them, at 
the gray-toned school photos, their faces blurred and 
grainy on the newsprint. I stared at them in the glaring 
lights of the subway car, as bodies pressed against me 
from either side and a briefcase banged my knee, not 
once, but twice and if the owner apologized, I didn't 
hear him. 
      That night you called me and wanted to know why. 
Why two fourteen year-old girls would lay themselves 
down in front of the LIRR, the commuter line for 
chrissakes, as if Amtrak or the subway would have 
made more sense, and greet their death holding hands? 
They were good girls, you said. You wanted to claim 
them, but you didn't know them, not much better than 
the journalist who reported what she saw--successful 
parents, suburban homes, the best education money can 
buy, their smiling faces--and then told the reader no one 
knew why they died. 
      Their hands were still together, afterwards, and you 
asked me why, as if I had the answer. I heard the 
desperation in your voice, and I wondered what exactly 
you didn't understand, what it was you wanted me to 
remember, and why you thought that would make you 
feel better. You were there too, you saw what I saw, and 
for ten years, we have not talked about it. And now the 
decision of two little girls with black hair, brown skin, 
and parents who speak a labored English, makes you 
pick up the phone and ask me for answers I do not have. 
      What I remember first is the look in Zed's eyes when 
we walked into that dark apartment, the wood floor 
already sticky with beer, the big muscular men 
crowding the galley kitchen, some of them still in 
muddy rugby clothes, others smelling of Old Spice or 
Brut, manly teenaged smells they would never outgrow. 
Zed's eyes turned to black pools of oil as he absorbed 
the scene, still and calm in the midst of raucous post-
game heartiness. She didn't say it was a rugby party, Zed 
said. 
      I shrugged. It had been his idea to come, he wanted 
to see Sarah. Had to see her. And since he was my 
friend, and I didn't want him to be left pasted against the 
wall, ignoring every other woman in the room just in 
case Sarah threw a smile at him, I tagged along. 
      We walked through the narrow hallway, past the 
bedrooms on either side, pushing through the inevitable 
cluster around the bathroom where the keg took up most 
of the space. Rob (an English guy, one of the group who 
played rugby at the park on weekends) stood by the 
door, explaining that Sarah didn't want beer slopping all 
over her floors. He had ragged brown hair, his muscled 
legs strained against his jeans, and when he smiled, he 
revealed a chipped front 
tooth. Flecks of gray bristle on his chin caught the light 
like glitter. Every woman who walked by stopped to talk 
to him. 
      He gets away with it because of the accent, Zed 
muttered as he pumped beer. Think if I had bad teeth 
and put on some off-the-boat, no-speaky-English accent, 
girls would talk to me? 
      Zed's teeth were white, evenly spaced Chiclets that 
were almost unnatural in their perfection. Second-
generation teeth, he called them, for his Chinese parents 
both had terrible teeth and were always taking him to the 
dentist. I said nothing, and he scowled and handed me my 
beer. It smells like an airplane bathroom here, he said. I'm 
going up to the roof. 
      I started to follow him, then I felt a hand on my upper arm 
and heard, Do I know you'! 
      That voice, not hard and clipped, but rounded and soft, 
blurred at the edges from alcohol, grabbed me more tightly 
than the burning fingers on my 
      I had met Rob before, at one of Sarah's other parties, 
where I first heard him tell the story about his chipped tooth. I 
can no longer remember the details of the story, only its 
existence. What I remember is stopping, letting Zed get ahead 
of me, and listening to Rob's story once again, never 
mentioning that I had heard it before. That he didn't remember 
me was no surprise. By then I was thinking of myself as a 
talisman Sarah had acquired in college when she was sleeping 
with Jag Desai. For a while, I had been her advisor on all 
things Indian, though the only Indians I knew well were my 
parents and my sister. Tag was long gone (replaced by Tom, 
then you), but I remained because when you're young and 
living in Manhattan for the first time, you need all the friends 
you have. I was a remnant of Sarah's past, not quite her 
present, and definitely not her future. 
      That slightly bitter understanding did not stop me from 
listening to Rob's story, letting him light my cigarette, and 
enjoying the feel of his callused fingertips on my hands as we 
cupped the lighter against some non-existent wind. I 
remember the pull, the way I lingered until a blonde in a tight 
tank top came along, and his green eyes left my face. I was 
dismissed. 
      Perhaps you're wondering where you were when all this 
was going on, how you could have missed it. You're trying to 
remember, maybe, what exactly you were doing at that 
moment, when Rob reached out for me. In the college, I went 
everywhere with you and Zed on either side; we swore we'd 
be friends forever, but after we graduated, we only saw you at 
the occasional party. Your job was demanding, you said, and 
you couldn't just hang out during the week. Two years since 
we last shared a pitcher, and by the time I saw you at Sarah's, 
you'd become someone I used to know. 
      Sometimes I blame the beer, go over the number of times 
we went back to that bathroom, filled our cups and took them 
up to the roof. How else to account for what happened that 
night, and the nights that followed, when I would come home 
and stare at the phone, careful to keep the TV low, in case I 
missed the ring? And how will that help you and your two 
girls, classmates, confidantes, comrades in arms? 
      I remember sitting on the roof, Zed and I, watching the 
television through the window in one of the apartments across 
the street. The blue light flickered in the dark room and 
shadows moved across the screen. 
 Why do you think she prefers Sam? 
      Zed was still thinking about Sarah. On our way to the 
roof, we'd seen her in the stairwell sucking your face as if she 
could draw life from it. You were entwined like vines 
wrapped around a tree, her perfectly tanned leg looped over 
your hip, leaning into you for support, her brown hair fanning 
across your face like a blanket, shielding you from Zed's look 
of disgust. 
       It's because I'm Chinese, he said. 
      Zed drained his beer. His heart-shaped face seemed to be 
getting smaller, and his eyes were turned down at the corners, 
droopy with fatigue and alcohol. 
      You don't know that. I didn't know what else to say. An 
image of Rob surrounded by blondes in tight shirts, as if he 
were the last man on earth, flashed through my mind. 
Suddenly, I felt angry at Zed and me for crying about what we 
couldn't have. Why did Sarah matter so much? With her 
square jaw, long nose, and small lips, she wasn't even the 




another art history major from a nice Chicago suburb 
biding her time until Mr. Right found her. 
      Jesus, Zed. What were you expecting? What's 
changed since last week? I finally said. I remember 
feeling irritation where I should have felt sympathy, but 
I didn't want to wallow, not then. We'd been doing a lot 
of that, wallowing, since you'd dumped us, Sam, and I 
was tired. 
       We were sitting on plastic chairs, side by side, like 
two housebound playmates on a porch watching our 
world go by, only the street below was deserted and the 
world was on a TV in someone's apartment, distant and 
blurry through the window. Even in the heat, Zed wore 
pleated khakis and a denim shirt. His sleeves were rolled 
up, and I briefly admired his forearms, smooth, tanned 
sandbars against the blue ocean of shirt. But for his 
black hair and slight build, he could have been you from 
behind, or any other New England college boy who had 
yet to graduate to New York black.  
 I thought the party would be small. 
      You thought that you were special for being invited. 
I wasn't asking a question. 
 He said nothing. 
      Amelia wasn't invited, I said. Amelia, who wouldn't 
have come anyway because she always helped her 
parents on Friday nights when their restaurant got so 
packed, there'd be a line spilling over into Little Italy 
one block down. Too chinky, he said. Don't say that. 
      You know that's what they see--little China girl, 
with her plaits and bowlegs. 
 Just don't say it. It sounds like that's how you 
see her.  
 He was silent, 
 Do you? I felt sick inside, sick like I used to 
during dissections in biology class, utterly put off by the 
inner workings of small, helpless creatures reeking of 
formaldehyde.  
 Do you? I repeated. 
 He hesitated. I don't know. 
      The silence lay there between us, a break in the 
smooth surface of our friendship, like the crack in the 
mahogany coffee table he once found on the street for 
me. I stood up, and the tar beneath my feet sank a bit, 
still soft from baking in the summer sun. The paper 
lanterns strung across the roof swayed in the breeze, and 
the smell of fried fish wafted up from the alley. 
      Want a drink? 
      I knew what I was doing. I knew I was walking 
away, leaving the ghost of the words between us. It was 
as if he'd told me he had herpes. I didn't want to know. 
      Beer, he said, holding up his cup without looking at 
me. His shoulders were hunched, and the cup shook 
slightly in his hand. 
      That was his last word to me. From another person, 
this might be remembered as funny, a wry commentary 
on who he was. But beer was about who Zed wanted to 
be, the kind of guy girls like Sarah would wrap 
themselves around, not the Chinese-American geek who 
never told me his real name, only that he'd changed it, 
gone straight to Zed, the last stop in the alphabet. 
      Zed understood something about us, him and me, 
but I had put my hands over my ears and eyes and didn't 
want to know. When I went downstairs for my refill--so 
urgent, so necessary, as if more of anything let alone 
beer could fill me up-I would not think of him earlier 
handing me the beer with the least foam or the way he 
placed a protective hand on my back and helped guide 
me through the crowd. I wouldn't remember any of that 
because there was Rob, sitting in one of the bedrooms, 
smoking a cigarette alone. He beckoned to me, and if I 
thought about Zed, it was only for a second. 
 I've been waiting for you, Rob said. Where d'you go 
off to? 
      The lampshade was covered with silk scarves, and in the 
dim light, his voice sounded deeper, richer, huskier than it had 
in the crowded hallway. I approached him and let him take the 
cups from my hands. He patted the bed, and as I sat down, I 
said, I have to take them to the roof. Zed's waiting.  
 Who? 
      I started to explain, but he got up. I thought he was 
leaving. I stopped talking and looked down at the floor, 
studied the grain of the stained blond wood. 
       I heard the door close and felt the mattress sag as he sat 
down. I smelled tobacco, beer, sweat, faint onions and then 
heard the thumping as people in the living room danced to 
that song we all used to love, whose name I've forgotten, the 
one that prompted synchronized yelling every other minute. I 
don't want to remember anything else, tell you that when Rob 
kissed me, I wasn't thinking of Zed and when I felt his arms 
around me, his hands on my skin, his tongue on my neck, I 
didn't think, this man doesn't even know my name. I didn't 
think, I have a friend waiting for me upstairs on a dark roof 
looking into someone else's apartment for company, waiting 
and perhaps wondering if he needs to rescue me. I didn't 
think, okay? I can't even say I gave Rob much thought; my 
loneliness was a deep, hidden ache that came alive and fell to 
its knees with a certain touch. 
      I know those two girls, the students in your homeroom 
who you expected so much and so little from. I have known 
them all my life. They are the girls and boys who write down 
every assignment, cross them off a list that includes extra 
homework, assigned by their language teacher--Mandarin, 
Cantonese, Hindi, Urdu --the one they sit with after school 
while all the other kids play outside. They have plenty of 
time, always have time for homework. 
      Their parents do not allow them to go to school dances, or 
if they go, they are picked up and brought home early, long 
before they can be invited to the after-party at Michael's or 
Susan's house where there will be beer, cigarettes, pot, but 
mostly kissing and groping in the dark shadows of an 
unfamiliar living room where the upholstery and carpeting 
match, just like they do in the magazines. 
      These kids do not get invited to parties because they are 
not around, and soon no one remembers to miss them, so even 
when they are around, no one sees them. At home, their 
parents tell them the only thing that matters is hard work; 
sports exist only to make you a better student and get you into 
the right school. Fun is American, and they are not American, 
at least not in that way. 
       And at school, their heads drop a little, they struggle to 
hang in there, grateful for their good grades, confused by your 
puzzled smile when you hand back another perfect quiz, as if 
to say, don't you ever fuck up? 
       Later, when I left the bedroom, I realized all the lights 
were on, the apartment was quiet, and it was completely 
empty. Plastic cups, overflowing ashtrays, and streamers 
littered the living room, and crushed popcorn covered Sarah's 
grandmother's Persian rug. I looked at the blinking light on 
the VCR; past midnight, and I didn't know how long it had 
been since I had left Zed with the promise of refills I no 
longer had. I wondered if he'd come looking for me, had been 
that knock on the door I fuzzily remembered now. My mouth 
was dry, and I smelled unlike myself, like a stranger had 
taken up residence in my skin. 
      Then Sarah, tear-stained and heavy-footed like a lame 
horse, stomped into the apartment. Her roommates and some 
of our friends followed her and a policeman with bright red 
hair, not much older than us, looking stern but otherwise 
unmoved by the sight of tears and the sounds of sniffing and 
an occasional sob. 
      I knew. I knew because the ache I kept so tightly 
contained had flowered like an inkstain on tissue paper, a 
permanent tattoo of grief, with the heart-shaped face and thick 




black hair of the boy I loved so incompletely. Etched in 
indigo, rimmed in red, filled with purple bruises, that 
ache has one name. 
      You want to know about him, so many years too 
late, and I can only tell you about me because I'm still 
here. Afterwards, I let the rest of you claim him; Sarah 
called his parents, but two weeks later, at the memorial 
service she organized, they finally remembered me, 
asked me, "Where were you?" No one asked you; it 
didn't even occur to me. And at work, Amelia said, 
"Why didn't you stop him?" 
      She was the only one. No one else imagined that he 
could have been stopped. You know the story we told 
ourselves: he'd had too much to drink, hadn't seen the 
gap in the ledge, it was too dark and he backed over it, 
fell into the alley six stories below, leaving his imprint 
in the garbage and dirt, flattening a cardboard box that 
might or might not have been someone's home. The 
cardboard box, that was the closest we got to the truth. 
      I lost weight. My jeans hung at my hips and 
everyone thought that my mourning was eating my body 
from the inside out, consuming me bit by bit and one 
day I would disappear, go right over the edge. 
      I was already gone. I didn't tell anyone that every 
night I was listening to the phone, replaying the 
answering machine to make sure I hadn't missed Rob's 
message. I willed myself to ignore the phone, hid it 
under pillows, under the couch, under piles of dirty 
laundry that sat like small wrinkled mountains around 
my bed, and still I found myself picking up the receiver, 
making sure it hadn't gone dead. 
      I replayed it again and again, an endless loop of 
images that filled me with shame, made me desperate: 
the creaking floorboard, the sour-sweet smell of stale 
beer and sweat and the rough edge of uneven teeth 
under the tip of my tongue. 
      Later, I would stare at the phone, imagining I had 
missed the call only minutes before coming in the door. 
      The bones around the base of my neck were sticking 
out. At work, Amelia pulled me into the bathroom and 
said, Stop it. Starving yourself to death won't bring him 
back. 
      I looked down at the hexagon tiles, cracked around 
the base of the sink, and longed to slip between them, 
become part of this floor where each and every tile 
started out looking exactly alike, with exactly the same 
chance of being cracked or staying intact as they aged. 
How could I tell her? That even in his death, I valued 
Zed less than a casual fuck in a strange bed. 
      And now you want a story to tell yourself about 
those girls. You want to know why some kids lay 
themselves down on the train tracks, give themselves 
over to a certain death, while their sisters and brothers 
find a way to go on. You're asking me, and so many 
years later, I still don't know. 
      I have felt Zed's hand on my shoulder, holding me 
back from the ledge. He did for me what I couldn't do 
for him or myself. In the long dark nights I spent 
looking out my window, waiting for the pink and gray 
streaks of daybreak, he reminded me my life was not 
worthless. 
      And one day, I came home, ate dinner, read the 
paper, picked up my dirty clothes, and around bed time I 
realized I hadn't looked at the phone, had forgotten to 
look for the blinking light of messages. I had none, and 
this fact did not bother me. Finally, I was left with this: 
a TV flickering in the dark. A sultry summer evening. A 
ledge with a gap I never saw. A hole in my heart so big 
you could fall all the way to China. Or at least Hong 
Kong. 
      That's what Zed used to say every time someone broke his 
heart. 
      I'11 tell you. Those two girls who lay down on the tracks 
together. I know them. I know they worked hard in school and 
became best friends because there was no one else for them. I 
know their parents, well-meaning, anxious people who think 
the answer lies in books, and friends and fun and parties are 
for Americans, not people like us. 
      Understand, I have chosen to go on living, but when I saw 
them in the paper this morning, two gray girls entombed in 
newsprint, when I looked in their faces, they looked like Zed 
and me. Ten years later. You were there, with your sun-
streaked hair and confident smile, looking like you'd stepped 
out of the pages of a glossy fashion magazine. You know 
what happened. So what am I telling you that you don't 
already know? But maybe you didn't notice us on the beer-
soaked stairwell, your face buried in Sarah's neck, Sarah, who 
would dump you after the memorial, after you decided to give 
up banking and become a teacher, of all things. And still, all 
the training, role-playing, in-service days in the world couldn't 
have prepared you for this, the day the principal would come 
in and tell you that two girls from your class were dead. That's 
why you called. You wonder if you are to blame. 
      You want me to tell you about these foreign faces filling 
your classroom, with their afterschool language classes and 
their parents who talk about home as another country, these 
boys and girls who cluster together when they can, and when 
they can't, hug the walls at recess, a familiar longing in their 
faces as they watch their classmates play. 
     Now the parents want to know, Sam, Where were you? 
What were you doing while our little girls were planning to 
kill themselves? 
       I have no answers for you, I can't make things all right. 
That's the thing about tiles, Sam. Who can predict those 
unseen pressures that make some tiles crack and leave others 
seemingly intact? Sometimes the whole ones, the perfect 
smooth ones that still look new, sometimes those are the first 
to go. One day you'll be looking down at the floor and where 
there was a tile, there is now a gaping hole, a hexagon or a 
square, you notice this for the first time. It popped right up 
and disappeared. Yet the cracked ones, they too are troubled 
but something holds them in place, makes them fit even when 
they are not quite right, have never been right, from the first 
time they were laid, You can never tell and by the time you 
can, it's too late. 
 
 Yours truly, 
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